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ABSTRACT 
 
Advanced Placement (AP) classes offer several post-secondary benefits for students who 
enroll in them, including increased college enrollment rates, reduced cost of attendance due to a 
greater chance of receiving scholarships, and greater opportunities be admitted into prestigious 
institutions (Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Shaw, Marini, & Mattern, 2013). While the national AP 
program is experiencing growth, Black students in the 2013 graduating cohort remained the most 
underrepresented demographic group enrolled in AP classrooms and in the population of AP 
exam takers scoring a passing grade between 3 and 5 (College Board, 2014). When specifically 
examining African American girls, there is a dearth of literature on this population’s 
performance and engagement within AP classrooms. This absence extends beyond AP 
classrooms, as the inclusion and support of African American girls is also limited within 
educational policy research, advocacy, and programmatic interventions (Crenshaw, Ocen, & 
Nanda, 2015).  
As schools continue to strive toward achieving equitable educational outcomes for all 
students, disaggregating demographic data and examining the educational experiences of 
students is critical. In light of this, I centered my focus in this dissertation on the experiences of 
African American girls in two high schools within a single, socio-economically and racially 
diverse school district to examine their experiences within high school AP classes. I employ a 
phenomenological methodology to examine the essence of intersectional invisibility (Purdie-
Vaughns & Eibach, 2008) among this specific population. Through interviews of student 
participants and high school principals, it was observed that African American girls primarily 
became enrolled in AP courses through counselor recommendations, despite the district’s self-
selection program. Additionally, while African American girls in this study had access to various 
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academic supports, including meetings with classroom teachers and lunch and after-school study 
sessions, after school jobs or extra-curricular activities and lack of teacher availability prohibited 
many of the students in this study from adequately accessing these supports. Lack of teacher 
availability was largely perpetuated in the AP History courses, in which many of the student 
participants in this study felt excluded from classroom participation. Conversely, those students 
enrolled in Science, Technology, Engineering, and Math (STEM) AP courses largely reported 
ample academic support from teacher in those classes, including a variety of instructional aides 
to assist them in their coursework; however, only 3 of the 10 participants were enrolled in AP 
STEM courses. Principals, as instructional leaders, have the capacity to increase equitable 
participation and outcome opportunities for African American girls and all other demographic 
groups through their understanding and use of data, by being fearless in addressing teacher 
issues, and by working with students to facilitate change.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
This dissertation study examines the phenomenon of intersectional invisibility of African 
American girls in high school Advanced Placement (AP) classes. This introductory chapter 
establishes the merit for this dissertation study by discussing how it contributes to current 
scholarship in education. I begin by reviewing background information on the research topic and 
providing the research problem statement.  Next, I reveal the areas of research that are 
underdeveloped in the literature base, followed by the purpose of the study. I review the 
conceptual and theoretical framework for this study. Then, I provide an overview of the research 
questions that were used for this dissertation and follow with defining key terminology used 
throughout this study. This chapter is concluded by an overview of the organization of this 
dissertation study.  
Background and Problem Statement 
Participation in AP courses and performance on corresponding exams has nearly doubled 
over the past decade, with over 2.6 million students participating in AP courses in the U.S. 
(College Board, 2016). During the school year 2013-2014 over 1 million of the students enrolled 
in an AP course participated in AP exams, which serve as a growth indicator for the College 
Board and provide opportunities for students to receive college credit (College Board, 2014). 
Students who participate in AP courses tend to be more successful in gaining admission into 
college, receiving scholarships, and completing college (Kettler & Hurst, 2017). A closer 
examination of AP programming data reveals that within public schools females were more 
likely to outnumber males in AP participation (Handwerk, Tognatta, Coley, & Gitomer, 2008). 
Though the AP program is experiencing growth, the College Board admits that Black students in 
the 2013 graduating cohort remained the most underrepresented demographic group enrolled in 
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AP classrooms and in the population of AP exam takers scoring a passing grade between 3 and 5 
(College Board, 2014). When examining the interaction of race and gender, specifically for 
African American girls, there is a dearth of literature on this population’s performance and 
engagement within AP classrooms. This notable absence extends beyond AP classrooms, as the 
inclusion and support of African American girls is also limited within educational policy 
research, advocacy, and programmatic interventions (Crenshaw, Ocen, & Nanda, 2015). 
Although achieving equitable outcomes has long been a focus within the field of education, 
research on access to AP courses typically singularly examines race and gender—not the 
intersection of the two. Additionally, while researchers have meaningfully examined African 
American girls academically, the focus has been on how they are disciplined and policed within 
school settings (Crenshaw et al., 2015; Morris, 2016). There is limited research that 
simultaneously examines the nuances of being African American and female and enrolled in AP 
classrooms, specifically regarding the participation, performance, and support provided for and 
utilized by African American girls within those classes.  
Leadership and Organization in Promoting Advanced Placement 
Educators, including administrators and certified teaching personnel, have a 
responsibility to be responsive to all groups of students, regardless of race or gender, and to 
ensure that all students work toward academic success. This leadership includes having an 
awareness of the practices and policies that contribute to educational inequities. As part of 
transformative leadership (Shields, 2010) and leadership for equity and social justice approaches 
(Brown , 2006; Skrla, Scheurich, Garcia, & Nolly, 2004; Skrla, McKenzie, & Scheurich, 2009), 
school leaders regularly consider the implications of the practices that are occurring within their 
schools and exhibit the courage to address and remedy any inequities. Understanding how these 
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leadership approaches contribute to creating equitable spaces for African American girls in 
Advanced Placement (AP) contexts is one of the aims of this dissertation.  
Research Gaps 
By understanding where the literature has gaps, I aim to contribute to the scholarship 
base on African American girls in AP courses. In the section below I highlight the identified 
research gaps used to focus this dissertation study.  
Absence of policy research and interventions. The first identified gap within the 
existing scholarship is the lack of initiatives centered on African American girl studies. 
Historically, national policy discourse has given little attention to the concerns and needs of the 
African American girl population. During President Obama’s administration, the My Brother’s 
Keeper (MBK) policy initiative centered on solutions and interventions for young men of color, 
but it was criticized for not including women of color (Hartmann, Childers, & Shaw, 2015). With 
over $1 billion of federally contributed funding and over $600,000 in additional contributions, 
the President’s call to action resulted in at least one MBK community in every state (The White 
House, 2017). While this initiative was critical to its targeted population of young men of color, 
specifically African American males, the widespread national attention it received muted 
attention to the needs of African American girls. 
Unlike MBK, which specifically targeted African American males, the White House 
Council on Women and Girls (CWG), established in 2009, included a much wider demographic 
focus on women and girls. The CWG launched a vein of work called “Advancing Equity” in 
2014, recognizing that in the past there had been little acknowledgement and accountability of 
the issues that women and girls face at the intersection of race and gender. The Council released 
a report detailing the progress that women and girls of color experienced due to various policies 
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and initiatives that had been implemented since the inception of President Obama’s 
administration (The White House, 2014). This report, released in November 2014, came after the 
President’s call to action for MBK, seemingly a reactionary response to the calls for the inclusion 
of issues of women of color in the MBK focus (Hartmann et al., 2015).  
Within the field of education, the Council’s report highlighted improvement for all girls 
of color in fourth and eighth grade on the National Assessment of Educational Progress, a 
decline in high school graduation drop-out rates (16% decrease for Black girls and 30% decrease 
for Hispanic girls), and an increased four-year college graduation rate (0.9 percentage points for 
Black women, 3.1 percentage points for Hispanic women, 2.7 percentage points for American 
Indian/Alaska Native women, and 2.1 percentage points for Asian American and Pacific Islander 
(AAPI) women). The report also detailed the continued stagnation of the underrepresentation of 
women and girls of color in the areas of Science, Technology, Engineering and Math (STEM) 
and the inequities in the school suspension rates of Black girls and girls of color compared to 
White women and girls (The White House, 2016). However, by largely encapsulating African 
American women in the language of women of color, the CWG fell short in fully magnifying the 
issues that specifically relate to African American females, reinforcing the idea that educational 
concerns and issues of African American girls fly under the radar of policy advocates and do not 
warrant enough attention to invoke national initiatives to address any concerns specifically 
targeted toward them. 
Situation of African American girls in the literature. Research on African American 
girls’ experiences in AP courses is limited. When that research is expanded to include the 
experiences of African American girls in gifted and talented education, a paucity of research 
continues to exist. How girls are studied and portrayed within the literature is also important, as 
 5 
 
it contributes to how they are viewed within the educational field. Research results from a query 
in the EBSCO database with date parameters from 1991-2016 using the terms African American 
girls and academic and education yielded only 78 search results, highlighting the deficit thinking 
of education professionals (Coultas, 1989) regarding African American girls. There were also 
studies centered on the projection of African American girls by educators as loud, less attentive, 
and disruptive (Francis, 2012; Lei, 2003; Morris, 2007). Additionally, there was a gap in the 
reporting on AP classes nationally from the College Board, which provided minimal attention to 
the way that students with intersecting identities perform, participate, and succeed within AP 
classes. 
Advanced Placement classes steeped in Whiteness. In addition to the limited policy 
attention, and the paucity of research on African American girls in the literature, there was also a 
gap in how African American girls were examined within Advanced Placement (AP) contexts. 
As a program created in the 1950s that historically served White middle class suburban students 
(Klopfenstein, 2004), AP has been a vehicle of privilege, accessed by students of privilege, 
allowing them to advance within and procure an education at the most highly regarded 
institutions in the nation. As a microcosm of the societal and educational segregation occurring 
in the country during the time of its inception, AP classrooms are a field of Whiteness in which 
African American students and other students of color have had to enter into, often without the 
needed scaffolding and support to have a successful experience. The College Board (2016) 
continues to face the complex task of trying to make the program accessible and attainable to 
students from all demographic groups, especially the historically marginalized (College Board, 
2016). With limited AP course offerings in high-poverty and rural neighborhoods during the 
1960s (Klugman, 2013; Mollison, 2006; Schneider, 2009), the conditions of schooling of African 
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American students further reinforced an academic barrier they would have to overcome to access 
and be successful within AP classes. African American students continue to lack representation 
in AP programming (College Board, 2014), necessitating further inquiry into access and 
participation processes and procedures.  
Because of the existing gaps in the literature on African American girls in AP classes, the 
lack of positive portrayal of African American girls within all educational settings, and the 
limited focus on African American girls in policies and within educational data, expanded 
research is needed on the experiences of African American girls in higher level academic 
contexts. The next section more explicitly outlines the purpose of this research study.   
Purpose Statement 
The overall purpose of this study was to examine the experiences of African American 
girls within AP classes. This included the recruitment strategies, entrance procedures, support 
systems, and the leadership practices within the schools. A qualitative methodology was used in 
this study to amplify the voices and experiences of the African American girls participating. For 
this study, I selected a phenomenological study to examine a particular phenomenon that appears 
to persons in their conscious experience (Moran, 2005). Through this phenomenological study, I 
collected data related to the experiences of African American girls at two high schools within a 
single racially and socioeconomically diverse school district and utilized the theoretical concept 
of intersectional invisibility as a lens to analyze the data and inform understandings regarding 
African American girls in AP classrooms. 
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Conceptual and Theoretical Frameworks 
For this dissertation study, I employed an intersection invisibility framework to examine 
the experiences of African American girls in high school AP classes.  In this section I describe 
intersectional invisibility and discuss the theoretical underpinnings that support this framework. 
Intersectional Invisibility 
Due to singular race-based and gender-based conceptual frameworks failing to fully 
capture the multiple identities of African American girls (Evans-Winters, 2014), I selected this 
framework to better understand how the intersection of multiple identities work to service or 
hinder this specific student population in AP contexts. Drawn from the research of Purdie-
Vaughns and Eibach (2008), intersectional invisibility is a specific form of oppression 
experienced by individuals with multiple intersecting identities (e.g., race, gender, class) as a 
struggle to be heard, recognized, represented, or understood by others. Their research is drawn 
from the theory of intersectionality, which examines the interaction of multiple identifications 
and how those interactions are situated in and contribute to systems of oppression (Crenshaw, 
2005). Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach (2008) posit that “androcentrism, ethnocentrism, and 
heterocentrism are three ideologies in which a dominant group’s perspective and experiences 
achieve hegemony, becoming defined as the societal standard” (p. 380). When there are 
individuals with two subordinate identities within a constituent group, or “marginal members of 
a marginal group” (p. 381), they become intersectionally invisible. Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach 
contend that there is a prototype within oppressed groups. For instance, if research centers on 
African American people, African American males, who experience racial oppression, would be 
a prototype for this constituency. African American females, who experience oppressions with 
race and gender, would be the non-prototypical group within the subordinate larger group, 
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rendering their experiences as women invisible. Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach argue that this 
invisibility can be found in historical, cultural, political, and legal contexts. Purdie-Vaughn and 
Eibach also argue that there are positive and negative benefits to not being identified as the 
prototype, those who are more directly targeted, within oppressed groups. They posit that 
prototypical members of oppressed groups experience greater instances of prejudice and 
discrimination, while non-prototypical individuals within an oppressed group are less likely to 
become leaders or hold influence over other in-group members compared to the prototype 
member. Within this dissertation, I assume the stance that my focus is not to determine who 
experiences the most oppression within a subordinate demographic group, but to examine how 
intersectional invisibility might be experienced within an AP classroom context. I use the 
theories of critical race theory, critical race feminism, and Black feminist thought to provide a 
structural base for the theoretical concept of intersectional invisibility.  
Critical Race Theory 
Critical race theory (CRT) is a multidisciplinary approach, heavily influenced by the 
works of Derrick Bell, and is comprised of several tenets that can be utilized to better examine 
matters of race and racism. These beliefs include: (a) racism is pervasive and normal (Bell, 
1992); (b)  narratives or counter-stories can add to the discourse on race and racism (Bell, 1989, 
1994; Delgado, 1988); (c) liberalist ideology (e.g., colorblindness, meritocracy, equal 
opportunity) does not fully address the structural nature of racism (Bell, 1992); (d) 
intersectionality, or the examination of how having multiple identities results in oppressions is 
important (Crenshaw, 1991); (e) interest convergence, or the belief that the needs of Whites are 
central to the legal progress of Blacks, is pervasive (Bell 1979, 1992); and (f) ahistoricism, an 
erasure or softening of racial events that have occurred historically, should be challenged (Bell, 
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1979; Matsuda 2003). Within this paper, I work to establish how these tenets of CRT contribute 
to the concept of intersectional invisibility. 
Critical Race Feminism  
The theoretical framework of critical race feminism (CRF) also influences the definitive 
origins of intersectional invisibility. Through a legal lens, CRF analyzes discrimination of people 
who are both women of color and female (Wing, 2003). CRF advocates make an argument 
against essentialism, or the belief that there is one category for race or gender within which all 
females or people of color fit (Harris, 1990). A traditional feminist methodology is a monolithic 
approach that overgeneralizes the complex history and experiences of women of color and uses a 
dominant White female frame to analyze problems (Scales-Trent, 1989). With this approach, 
women of color have to choose between one of the all-encompassing categories of race or 
gender, in effect silencing a part of their identity (Harris, 1990). By applying the CRF lens in 
education, I can examine how the race and gender are veiling characteristics for African 
American girls. 
Black Feminist Thought 
 Black feminist thought is also a foundational critical social theory of intersectional 
invisibility (Collins, 1999). Black feminist thought specifically places Black women’s ideas at 
the center of analysis, seeking outcomes of empowerment and improvements for Black women 
in the conditions of social justice. Although Black feminist thought contends not all individual 
Black women face the same problems, it does purport that, as a collective group, all Black 
women have faced institutional racism and sexism. With its magnification in understanding how 
Black women are subjected to various oppressions, I utilize this theory to examine Black girls in 
educational settings.  
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Research Questions 
Are African American girls rendered invisible in certain educational contexts? If so, what are 
the systemic mechanisms that contribute to this invisibility? Does this invisibility apply to all 
academic spaces? These questions are important; therefore, the research objective for this 
dissertation is to understand the experiences of African American girls currently enrolled in AP 
classes. The questions that guide this study are:  
1. What are the access and enrollment processes for African American girls in AP high 
school courses? 1a. Within AP classrooms, what are the support systems that African 
American girls utilize for academic and social/emotional support? 
2. What insights do African American girls have about themselves as academic and social 
participants in AP courses, as related to race and gender?  
3. What are the practices of administrators in the development, enrollment, and 
improvement of AP courses? 
Research Significance 
This dissertation aims to make valuable methodological and theoretical contributions to 
the broader research field of African American girl studies. This dissertation also draws from my 
own experiences as an African American female in AP classes. Theoretically, I not only examine 
the accessibility of AP programs for minoritized populations, which has a well-defined research 
base, but I also will add to the body of existing literature by contributing research that examines 
how African American girls enter, occupy, and succeed in AP classes. Results from this study 
may be used to inform policy makers as they consider creating policies that include and reflect 
the educational needs of African American girls. Information from this study may also benefit 
educational leaders in fostering equitable leadership practices in schools and examining access 
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and support practices within AP programming. Researching African American girls in various 
educational facets contributes to the scholarship base, which can assist in educational and policy 
arenas. I add to this existing literature by providing research on African American girls as 
participants in rigorous, higher level coursework. 
Study Limitations 
 There are certain limitations within the research design of this study. First, this 
dissertation examined the experiences of African American girls in high school AP classrooms, 
ranging from grades 10-12. The perceptions the participants shared regarding their experiences 
within this context were limited to this case. My focus as the researcher was to achieve 
resonance with readers through transferability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) in the findings. Tracy 
(2010) states “transferability is achieved when readers feel as though the story of the research 
overlaps with their own situation and they intuitively transfer the research to their own action” 
(p. 845). 
This dissertation was also limited in the number of participants involved in this study 
who met the research criteria and were willing to participate in this study.  I anchor this 
limitation in Merriam’s (2002) statement, “a small sample is selected precisely because the 
researcher wishes to understand the particular in depth, not to find out what is generally true of 
many” (p. 28).  
Lastly, since this dissertation is set within the context of a single district, the findings 
may be limited to just this district. They may be useful, however, for practitioners and 
researchers who examine issues of African American girls, especially in higher level academic 
settings. 
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Study Delimitations 
 There are also delimitations to this study with regard to students included in this 
interview and methodological procedures. First, within this study I have opted to include only 
include African American female students in the study. I wanted to understand this population’s 
experiences in AP contexts, having experienced historical oppression in America beginning at 
the time of slavery. For that reason, I decided to not include four interviews of students who 
were recently immigrated from Africa or who were studying in the United States on a 
provisional basis. In addition, I have also opted to omit some of the group interview responses as 
they included responses from the African students. 
Definition of Terms 
 In this section, I define key terminology used within this research study. Some of the  
terms listed below are socially constructed, or made up of people’s perceptions of reality through 
their interactions with others (Berger & Luckmann, 1966). Therefore, these terms may have 
multiple meanings for different people.  
Accelerated Courses 
 The term accelerated courses in this dissertation refers to the courses offered to students 
in the observed district that are more than one grade level above where the student is 
academically functioning. 
Advanced Placement  
 Advanced Placement courses are advanced courses that can assist students in earning 
college credit while in high school (College Board, 2016) when students take and pass an 
examination in the AP course taken.  AP courses in high schools are approved and offered by the 
College Board.  
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African American 
 This study uses the term African American in lieu of Black except in instance of direct 
quotes, names of theories (e.g., Black feminist thought), or to describe study findings when the 
study used Black rather than African American. This study contends that race is a social 
construct (Ladson-Billings, 2010) and shifts in how Black populations have identified 
themselves over time “can be seen as attempts by Blacks to redefine themselves and to gain 
respect and standing in a society that has held them to be subordinate and inferior” (Smith, 1992, 
p. 496). As such, the opportunity to position African American as a positive label has been 
applied within this research. The student participants for which the findings are American 
citizens with African ancestry. 
Girl 
I use the term girl because this study examines the experiences of African American 
female students in high school contexts. I posit that it is important to contextualize students as 
youth who depend on the adults in schools (i.e., principals, teachers, counselors) on a daily basis 
for guidance and instruction, and not “adultify” them (Ferguson, 2000) despite any mature 
behavior they may demonstrate (Muhammed & Dixson, 2008). 
Honors Courses 
 I use the term honors courses to describe courses offered within the observed district in 
this dissertation that offer a high level of rigor and academic challenge to students. Honors level 
courses could encompass AP courses and are weighted courses, allowing the student to garner 
more points that can be calculated toward the grade point average. 
 
 
 14 
 
Whiteness  
The term Whiteness used within this dissertation is used to describe a socially constructed 
identity that is the dominant normative in society (Mahoney, 1995) which helps sustain “racist 
ideologies and attitudes created to maintain and rationalize White privilege and power” (Barajas 
& Ronnkvist, 2007, p. 1522). 
Dissertation Overview 
This dissertation consists of chapters. Chapter one introduces the study. Chapter two 
reviews the extant literature on the concepts of intersectional invisibility, AP programs and how 
African American girls are situated within those programs, and the role of school leaders in 
providing equitable and challenging learning environments. Chapter three provides an overview 
of the research methodology, including the methods for data collection and analysis and 
recruitment and selection of participants. Chapter four outlines the findings of this dissertation by 
research question. Chapter five provides a discussion of the findings and discusses the theoretical 
implications for this study. Chapter five ends with a summation of the study, including 
implications and recommendations for research, policy, and practice. 
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CHAPTER TWO: REVIEW OF RELEVANT LITERATURE 
In this chapter, I review five overarching strands of literature that function as the 
structure for this study. First, using the literature, I provide an outline of the origins of 
intersectional invisibility by detailing the historical, critical scholarly movements that contribute 
to this concept. Next, I use the extant literature to demonstrate how the possession of at least two 
marginalized identities results in the invisibility of African American women historically and 
politically. Then, using AP classes as the backdrop, I review the literature to examine how 
African American girls have been situated within this educational context and identify existing 
gaps in the literature regarding African American girls to reveal how this research study intends 
to address those gaps. I end this section with a summary of the aims of this dissertation. 
Critical Scholarly Movements 
The struggle to bring race forward in social, legal, and political arenas has long been 
hindered by the systemic forces designed to render African American people as non-existent. 
Oppressive periods such as slavery, the Jim Crow era, and the Civil Rights movement have 
contributed to African American people finding themselves immersed in an ongoing battle to 
have their experiences and voices present and valued within the public narrative. Bell (1988) 
reinforces this thought with his argument that the framers of the constitution, despite the known 
and expressed notifications that the simultaneous support of slavery and a constitution for 
“liberty and justice for all” were contradictory, established a government that was committed to 
the protection of property and wealth for Whites, ultimately laying a foundation for a 
government and nation that left little room for African Americans to prosper. It has been posited 
that African American women, as members of two intersecting oppressed groups (Evans-Winters 
& Esposito, 2010) have had their voices, perspectives, and experiences within the historical, 
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political, and social narratives of this country muted (Crenshaw, 1989; Harris-Perry, 2011; 
Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008). The Civil Rights Movement is a historical example in which 
women were the undergirding force that helped sustain the movement, but often went 
unrecognized as front runners (Cleaver, 1997). Whereas during this time Rosa Parks emerged as 
one of the iconic African American women, the magnitude of unsung African American women 
involved in making the movement a success goes unrecognized.  
African American women were also doubly minoritized through the denial of voting 
rights. While all women, including African American women, were granted the right to work in 
1920 under the Nineteenth Amendment of the constitution, race excluded African American 
women from the right to vote. It took 45 years before African American women obtained that 
right, under the Voting Rights Act of 1965, which eliminated the barriers that prevented African 
American people from voting. Although African American women have made progress in higher 
education and receive postsecondary degrees at higher rates than African American males, glass 
ceilings continue to exist for African American women as they seek ascension into leadership in 
higher education, especially the professoriate (Guinier, 1991). Women comprise 45% of the total 
professoriate positions in degree granting post-secondary institutions (U. S. Department of 
Education, National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2015). Among all females in all 
ranks of the professoriate, White females represented 73% of the population. They represented 
83% of the females in the full professor role, 76% of female associate professors, and 69% of 
female assistant professors. Conversely, African American women represented 7% of the female 
professoriate population, 5% of the female full professors, 7 % of the female associate 
professors, and 8% of the female associate professors.  Further widening of the scope reveals that 
women make up 45% of the total professoriate force, with African American women 
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representing just 3% of the total professoriate population and 1% among all individuals who 
received full professorship (U.S. Department of Education, 2015).  
Politically, African American women have had to endure assumptions that have 
pervasively depicted them in a negative manner sexually and as aggressive or angry (Harris-
Perry, 2011; Hooks, 1981). These scenarios offer a narrow window into the various ways that 
African American women have been invalidated or denied occupancy within society. 
While I advocate for an increased awareness and recognition of African American girls’ 
experiences within this dissertation, this is not to detract from the overall classism and racism 
experienced by people of color or the sexism experienced by all women. Nor is it the intent of 
this dissertation to generate rivalry around which demographic groups have experienced the 
greatest amount of oppression. Instead, this dissertation utilizes the literature to examine and 
magnify the experiences of the specific demography of African American women and girls 
within the larger group of women and persons of color. Beginning with legal literature, I 
examine how an initial quest for attention to race and racism within the law serves as a 
springboard for greater emphasis on the needs and perspectives of African American women and 
girls.  
Critical Legal Studies 
The pivotal Brown v. Board of Education (1954) court decision provided a major victory 
for Black students in education. The court found that segregated schools violated the equal 
protection clause of the Fourteenth Amendment and ordered the dismantling of state-mandated 
racial segregation in public schools previously upheld by the Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) decision. 
Under Plessy, the U. S. Supreme Court upheld the constitutionality of segregation by utilizing a 
“separate but equal” doctrine after Homer Plessy, a Black passenger on a train, sat in a car 
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reserved only for White people and brought suit asserting that his rights had been violated when 
he was told to move and arrested for refusing to do so. After the Brown decision, however, 
progress toward actual implementation of school desegregation would prove to be a more 
difficult undertaking, underscoring the challenges of the utilization of law to achieve equality 
and justice for all demographic groups.  
The critical legal studies (CLS) framework, with its challenge to the legal structure, 
serves as an anchoring theory that agitated the thinking about race in the area of law. The 
framework examines the concerns and challenges that minority populations face and observes 
how these issues have been unaddressed within the legal sphere. In fact, the CLS framework 
provided a critique of the inviolability and objectivism within the law (Tate, 1997; Wing, 2003), 
drawing upon the idea that not every legal case has one correct result but that cases can often be 
decided for either the plaintiff or defendant depending upon the line of authority (Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2001). Characterized by the belief that laws are not neutral in their creation, CLS 
theorists maintain that laws can be manipulated and exist to maintain the social hierarchy of 
wealth and power (Crenshaw, 1989; Matsuda, 1995). These hierarchical positions are dominated 
and influenced by a predominantly White male perspective. 
Bell (1976) illustrated how the continued national opposition to school desegregation, 
despite the Brown decision, was largely due to the declining legal backing from the federal 
courts. He later pointed out that the sufferings of Black people on the basis of race have not been 
alleviated by the politics or the law (Bell, 1980). Instead, Bell (1992) advocated the following: 
Those who presently battle oppression must at least consider looking at racism in this 
realistic way, however unfamiliar or defeatist it may sound: otherwise Black people are 
bound to repeat with their children what their grandparents suffered. For over three 
centuries, this country has promised democracy and delivered discrimination and 
delusions. Racial realism insists on both justice and truth . . . We also insist on the 
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possibility of justice, requiring that we shed reactionary attachments to myths that derive 
their destructive and legitimating power from our belief in them. (pp. 98-99)  
 
Bell’s point that law alone could not function as the vehicle for systemic racial change is one that 
continues to be echoed within current social and political contexts.  
The scholarly contributions of Bell prompted an ideological shift in the way law was 
viewed as a vehicle for change. The CLS movement promoted legal consciousness concerning 
the relative autonomy of the law that Matsuda (1995) defined as “a description of the law as 
connected to, but not wholly dependent upon historical, economic, and political realities” (p. 76) 
that lead to an academic groundswell of examining race and racism. Critical Race Theory as an 
emerging perspective emphasized and encouraged actionable responses toward racial justice 
within the law and serves as a contributor to the intersectional invisibility framework 
Critical Race Theory 
As an outgrowth of and expansion from CLS, critical race theory (CRT) is a springboard 
from which many other offshoots of critical theory have emerged (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Yosso, 
Villilpando, Delgado, Bernal & Solórzano, 2001). CRT uses race and racism as its central pillars 
in examining how people of color1 experience oppression. There are various interpretations of 
the CRT framework that expand beyond that examination of race to critically examine issues 
related to gender, class, and sex (Yosso, 2005). These include, but are not limited to, Asian Crit 
(Chang, 1993) and LatCrit (Delgado, 1997), which provide frameworks for examining racism in 
Asian and Latina/o communities. FemCrit (Wing, 2003) is another variation that provides 
analyses of sexism and racism for women of color. These variations, however, are unified by two 
common interests: (a) understanding how people of color are subjugated within the White 
                                                          
1 The term people of color is the most appropriate term of utilization here versus minority. Using minority may lend 
to confusion as in some cases the minority is the majority (Tatum, 2003).  
 20 
 
dominant culture, and (b) the analysis of how race and racial power are constructed (Crenshaw, 
et al., 2005). As issues of race and power continue to be deeply embedded in the fabric of 
American life, CRT allows us to analyze race and racism across disciplines by employing tools 
that disrupt the narrative of these social constructions (Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, & 
Crenshaw, 1993; Wing, 2003).  
Influenced by the works of Derrick Bell, CRT consists of the following beliefs: a) racism 
is pervasive and endemic (Bell, 1992; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, 2013; Matsuda, 2003); b) 
narratives or counter-stories add to the discourse on race and racism (Bell, 1988, 1994; Delgado, 
1988); c) liberalist ideology (e.g., affirmative action, meritocracy, equal opportunity) does not 
fully address the structural nature of racism (Bell, 1992; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Matsuda et 
al., 1993); d) legal progress for Blacks occurs when their interests align with those of Whites 
(Bell 1979, 1980, 1992); e) ahistoricism, or the erasure or softening of racial events that have 
occurred historically, should be challenged (Bell, 1998; Matsuda 2003); and f) the 
intersectionality framework assists in examining how multiple minoritized identities results in 
oppressions (Crenshaw, 1991). I work to establish how these tenets of CRT contribute to the 
concept of intersectional invisibility by next providing a brief summation of each of the first five 
beliefs and provide a more involved discussion of the sixth in the next section of this chapter. 
Racism is an endemic part of life (Bell, 1992; Matsuda et al., 1993; Wing, 2003). One 
of the core tenets of CRT is the acknowledgment that racism exists as a part of life, that it is 
ordinary and pervasive, which means that it is difficult to address (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001) 
and cannot be remedied through legal aspects (Bell, 1992; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). Wing 
(2003) likens racism to a “cancer that permeates the body” that may “appear to be in remission” 
(p. 5) but always manifests itself in other places. As a social construction, race has become a 
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“means by which society allocates privileges and status” (p. 17). The obviousness of racism may 
not be easy to identify because it may appear normal and natural (Ladson-Billings, 1998). In a 
society where being White, male, and middle-class is of normative value, the normality of racism 
only serves to push populations that have been subjugated and oppressed further to the margins. 
Therefore, CRT highlights matters of race and racism and focuses on the issues of people of 
color.  
Critical race theory draws on the experiential knowledge of people of color (Delgado 
& Stefancic, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 1998). Establishing the voice of groups who have been 
muted historically is central to highlighting their racial experiences, making their struggles 
visible. According to Delgado and Stefancic (2011), sharing narratives could open windows into 
ignored realities, offers narratives counter to the ones that are told by the majority, gives rise to 
issues, and leads others to sympathize. These narratives, or story-telling, are a powerful method 
of expression that can convey the reality of lived experiences of Black people who have been 
diminished within dominant discourse and within society. Through offering these stories, there is 
a challenge to traditional or conventional thoughts and discourse.  
Liberalist ideology does not address structural racism (Bell, 1992; Delgado & 
Stefancic, 2001; Matsuda et al., 1993). Another tenet of critical race theory (CRT) is that it 
dismisses ideological terms of equal opportunity, affirmative action, and meritocracy. These 
ideologies do not fix the core of racism but rather provide a way for people to avoid addressing 
the structural foundations of racism. Liberalist ideology can be evidenced by examining 
integration processes in schools in the late 1960s and 1970s, in which the physical integration of 
students in schools would still not translate to educational equality. The effects of sustained and 
intentional racism within society hindered the progress toward desegregating schools, despite the 
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Supreme Court’s mandate to integrate schools “with all deliberate speed” (Brown v. Board of 
Educ., 1955). Additionally, although the employment of affirmative action programs during the 
Kennedy and Johnson administrations allowed many Black people to enter college and 
universities that had been previously off limits, they have not alleviated the resistance and racial 
oppositions that continue against Black people today. Through a critique of liberal ideology, 
CRT guides us to examine the base aspect of institutional racism. 
 Critical race theory highlights the aspect of interest convergence (Bell, 1980). Bell 
(1980) introduced the idea that the passing of legislation or rulings such as that in Brown v. 
Board of Education could be attributed to the multiple interests of White Americans. Bell’s 
premise held that in order to understand the Brown decision, one must understand interest 
convergence. He stated that “the interest of [B]lacks in achieving racial equality will be 
accommodated only when it converges with the interests of [W]hites” (p. 523). This political 
principle of critical race theory (CRT) positions scholars to think critically about the underlying 
premises within legislation and to identify the beneficiaries of such actions. An example of 
interest convergence can be found in Bell’s (1995) examination of the Brown decision’s political 
and economic advantages for White policy makers. He also asserted that the court’s decision 
helped to placate disillusioned Black men who were asked to fight on America’s behalf in World 
War II after receiving harsh treatment while serving in World War I. Lastly, Bell points out that 
continued segregation only served as a barrier to the industrialization in the South.  
According to the interest-convergence principle, support for civil rights policies that 
benefit people of color does not occur if the social status of Whites is threatened (Tate, 1996). 
These benefits can be illustrated by educational programs such as affirmative action, which 
assisted in leveling the playing field for Blacks in attending college. Such programs incited 
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backlash from Whites, as represented in Regents of the University of California v. Bakke (1978), 
in which plaintiff Bakke, a White male, felt that reverse discrimination was being inflicted by 
such programming. Bell (1995) discussed how one of the major functions of racial 
discrimination is to continuously exploit the social opportunity, as well as the political and 
economic gain, of Blacks. He argues that Whites have taken their race and treated it as a 
protected right and privilege that makes provisions for political, wealth, and legal gains for them. 
The principle of interest convergence can be utilized as a tool of critical analysis by which to 
examine or explain the advances of racial justice. 
Critical race theory challenges ahistoricism (Bell, 1998; Matsuda 2003). CRT rejects a 
revisionist history (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001) in which comforting ideas are shared and 
embraced rather than addressing the harsh experiences Black people and people of color have 
actually endured. As part of ahistoricism, race becomes erased and racism becomes a set of 
unfortunate events in a society that is otherwise neutral, rational, and just (Crenshaw, Gotanda, 
Peller, & Thomas, 1995). Treating race as an invisible entity and using the lens of colorblindness 
allows people the opportunity to subvert and ignore the pervasive and ingrained racism that 
exists (Crenshaw et al., 1995; Delgado & Stefancic, 2001; Lopez, 2003). Ignoring race and 
racism allows comfortability in not having to confront the damaging and ongoing effects that 
racism has had and leads to context-neutral environments (Lopez, 2003) where race and racism 
do not exist. An example of where race may be made invisible is the whitewashing of school 
textbooks that paint slavery as a single event that is far removed from today’s society and where 
slaves depicted with smiles insinuated happiness about their social conditions. Another example 
is the use of the colloquial phrase “we all bleed red,” which is a statement that is meant to 
equalize people racially. However, recent shootings of young Black people by police show the 
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ongoing inequitable treatment of Black people and a need for continued focus on the racial 
barriers that exist (Chaney & Robertson, 2015). 
 CRT is an activist approach that challenges the hierarchies of oppression by working 
toward the elimination of racial oppression (Matsuda et al., 1993). Bell (1992) argues that 
although Blacks are generally skeptical of the liberal conceptions of promise of equality, they 
have to commit to the struggle against racial justice. This commitment also includes addressing 
any form of racial invisibility as a form of oppression, and using the instruments listed above as a 
vehicle to make race visible. The final tenet of CRT, intersectionality, includes gender and class 
as additional areas to be considered in the discourse on addressing oppression within identity. 
Raced and Gendered Perspectives 
CRT is seen as an “innovative way to theorize about race and racism with U.S. society” 
(Yosso et al., 2001, p. 93). It helps to underscore the themes of denial, ignoring, invalidation, and 
invisibility that exist for Black people within the law and in historical and political contexts. 
However, with its attention geared toward analyzing systems of oppression that affected people 
of color, less attention fell on women within that group. Crenshaw (1989) posited that feminist 
theory and antiracist policy theory are exclusionary of Black women because they do not include 
the interaction of gender and race. Using what she coined as an intersectionality framework, 
Crenshaw worked to analyze and address issues of race and racism for women of color. 
Crenshaw pointed out that adopting “single issue framework(s) for discrimination not only 
marginalizes Black women in the very movements that claim them as part of their constituency 
but it also makes the elusive goal of ending racism and patriarchy even more difficult to attain” 
(p. 30). 
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Using a metaphorical approach, Crenshaw (1993) describes three ways that women of 
color are situated between race and gender: structural intersectionality, political intersectionality, 
and representational intersectionality. Through structural intersectionality, Crenshaw (2003) 
describes women being positioned between subordinating structures (e.g., race, gender, class), 
and that any vulnerability in one structure may become more exposed by other subordinating 
structures. Crenshaw provides the following example:   
One illustration of structural intersectionality is the way in which the burdens of 
illiteracy, responsibility of child care, poverty, lack of job skills, and passive 
discrimination weigh down battered women of color trying to escape the cycle of abuse. 
That is gender subordination—manifested in this case by battering—intersects with race 
and class disadvantage to shape and limit opportunities for effective interventions. (p. 
249) 
 
The second metaphor used by Crenshaw (2003) is political intersectionality, which refers to the 
ways that women of color are “erased” in political contexts with respect to race and gender. 
Crenshaw states, “women of color are erased when race and gender politics proceed on grounds 
that exclude or overlook the existence of women of color” (p. 250). 
 Lastly, Crenshaw (2003) argues that many readily available images in our culture 
represent violence toward women of color; the most prominent of these is the exploitation of the 
sexuality of women of color. Harris-Perry (2011) expounds on this point with her assertion that 
Black women have been politically depicted as promiscuous, mammies, dependent on welfare, 
and angry Black women; these stereotypes become part of the pervasive political discourse that 
works to shame Black women.  
Critical Race Feminism 
The work of Crenshaw (1989, 2003) would become integral in the framework of critical 
race Feminism (CRF) theory, which focuses on the lives of women of color and contends that 
they face multiple forms of discrimination due to the intersection of race, class, and gender 
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within a system of White male patriarchy and racist oppression (Evans-Winters & Esposito, 
2010). CRF deviates from CRT in that it adds a feminist perspective to CRT and a race 
perspective to feminist discourse (Wing, 2003). It is a tool meant to be used to examine the ways 
that women of color have been made invisible, not only as it pertains to their race, but also with 
respect to gender. CRF theorists have noted the various spaces in which women of color have 
been relegated to the sidelines. CRF, as an instrument, employs many of the tenets of CRT but 
expands its scope to the experiences of women of color (Berry & Candis, 2013; Wing, 2003). 
There are various approaches to intersectionality.  
Intersectionality approaches. With the need to improve both racial and gender equity, 
the implications for Black women, who belong to both of those groups, should be considered. 
Wing (2003) explores the concept of multiplicative identity in CRF to describe the compounded 
nature of being Black and female when trying to analyze discrimination. She posits that women 
of color are not “White women plus color or men of color plus gender” (p. 7), but that in order to 
analyze discrimination against this group, the identities need to be multiplied to consider the 
whole person.  
Another approach to intersectionality in CRF is anti-essentialism (Wing, 2003), the belief 
that no one group is more essential than the other or can speak for all groups. For example, some 
might say there is an essential female voice. However, though groups of women may have 
similar interests and characteristics, the needs and experiences that each woman has based on 
race and gender varies. Grillo (1995) posits that we speak with multiple voices, going back and 
forth between those voices. Anti-essentialism embraces the notion that these multiple identities 
cannot be subtracted from a person, but that these identities are always at play.  
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The CRF framework advanced the promotion of gender and other identities such as class 
and sexuality in the critical discourse alongside race. Still, with its focus largely on issues of 
women of color, Black women remained subordinated within the larger group of women of 
color. The Black feminist thought theory centered solely on the analysis of race and racism as it 
specifically pertained to Black women as a demographic group. 
Black Feminist Thought 
 Black feminist thought sought to intentionally place the experiences and ideas of Black 
women, not all women of color, at the center of analysis (Collins, 1999). Black feminist thought 
examines the marginalization of Black women through the intersection of racism and sexism and 
is based on the experiences and lives of Black women from their perspective. Although other 
groups have written about the lives of Black women, it is often framed in a stereotypical manner 
(Howard-Hamilton, 2003). Black feminist thought also centers on the uniqueness of Black 
women and recognizes that there are intersections among Black women (Howard-Hamilton, 
2003) and that these linkages change over time as circumstances change.  
Conceptual Framework 
For this study, I use an intersectional invisibility framework to examine the experiences 
of African American girls in high school AP classes. Through the work of Purdie-Vaughns and 
Eibach (2008) I explore the experiences of African American girls, who have both the identity of 
being African American and the identity of being female. I center this study in historically and 
predominantly White AP classes to understand how African American girls encounter instances 
of being unrecognized, unheard, or misunderstood by others (Crenshaw, 1989; Purdie-Vaughns 
& Eibach, 2008; Wing, 2003). I use this study to examine the leadership and influence that 
African American girls have within these contexts (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008).  
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Intersectional Invisibility 
The theoretical frameworks of CRT, CRF, and Black feminist thought combine to 
provide the research landscape for intersectional invisibility. Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach (2008) 
define intersectional invisibility as specific forms of oppression experienced by individuals with 
multiple intersecting identities across multiple contexts (e.g., race, gender, class) that contribute 
to a struggle to be heard, recognized, represented, or understood by others. I selected this 
framework to better understand the how the intersection of multiple identities works to service or 
hinder African American girls in AP contexts. Due to singular race-based and gender-based 
conceptual frameworks failing to fully capture the multiple identities of African American girls 
(Evans-Winters, 2014), the intersectional invisibility framework serves to amplify these 
identities. Intersectional invisibility is heavily drawn from the work of Crenshaw (2005), which 
examines the interaction of multiple identifications and how those interactions are situated in and 
contribute to systems of oppression. Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach (2008) posit that 
“androcentrism, ethnocentrism, and heterocentrism are three ideologies in which a dominant 
group’s perspective and experiences achieve hegemony, becoming defined as the societal 
standard” (p. 380). When there are individuals with two subordinate identities within a 
constituent group, or “marginal members of a marginal group” (p. 381), they become 
intersectionally invisible. The authors contend that there is a prototype within oppressed groups. 
For instance, if research centers on African American people, African American males, who 
experience racial oppression, would be a prototype for this constituency. African American 
females, who experience oppressions with race and gender, would be the non-prototypical group 
within the subordinate larger group, rendering their experiences as women invisible. Purdie-
Vaughns and Eibach posit that prototypical members of oppressed groups may experience 
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greater instances of prejudice and discrimination, while non-prototypical individuals within an 
oppressed group experience the more positive benefit of being less likely to become leaders or 
hold influence over other in-group members compared to the prototype member. The authors 
contend that there is a targeted type within oppressed groups. For example, African American 
men are highly emphasized in policy and research, which in turn hides African American 
women. However, the goal of this dissertation is not to compare the oppressions of individuals 
within subordinate groups.   
Intersectional invisibility across contexts. Sesko and Biernat (2010) contend, “Black 
women may experience a qualitatively different form of discrimination in which their non-
prototypicality contributes to their not being recognized or correctly credited for their 
contributions” (p. 360). This invisibility of African American women spans across historical, 
cultural, political, and legal contexts (Crenshaw, 2005; Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008). The 
absence of African American women in the historical narrative and experiences of African 
American and women’s history (Collins, 1999; Crenshaw, 1991; Davis, 1981; King, 1988; Sims-
Wood, 1988) promotes the intersectional invisibility of African American women. African 
American women have been edited “out of existence” (Hooks, 1989, p. 7) with gender attention 
on White women and race attention given to African American men (Crenshaw, 1991). More 
fully, Hooks (1989) summarizes: 
No other group in America has so had their identity socialized out of existence as have 
black women. We are rarely recognized as a group separate and distinct from black men, 
or as a present part of the larger group ‘‘women” in this culture. When black people are 
talked about, sexism militates against the acknowledgment of the interests of black 
women; when women are talked about racism militates against a recognition of black 
female interests. When black people are talked about the focus tends to be on black men; 
and when women are talked about the focus tends to be on white women. (p. 7) 
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The absence of Black women in political discourse and contexts (Crenshaw et al., 1995; 
Harris-Perry, 2011) also serves to mute the voices and experiences of African American women. 
With regard to policy, an example of intersectional erasure provided by Crenshaw, Ocen, and 
Nanda (2015) elaborates on the ignoring of African American girls in educational policy and 
programming. The authors contend that the Obama administration’s My Brother’s Keeper policy 
initiative centers on solutions and interventions for young men of color but was criticized for not 
including women of color (Hartmann, Childers, & Shaw, 2015). Politically, the recent growing 
movement within social media through the use of hashtags to bring attention to hidden news 
accounts on the deaths and arrests of African American women and girls (#sayhername, #African 
AmericanGirlsMatter), in a media that is saturated with news and images of African American 
men, provides an overview of how African American women become overshadowed by African 
American men, the prototypical members of the subordinate group. Harris-Perry (2011) explores 
the strategies that African American women use to directly challenge the negative depictions of 
themselves as citizens. Using multiple methods of inquiry, Harris-Perry (2011) recounts the 
historical depictions and narratives African American women have typically endured as 
mammies and jezebels, influencing how they are recognized and treated politically. Harris-Perry 
argues for an engagement and disruption of the political discourses that push African American 
to the margins. 
 The manner in which African American women have been contextualized culturally 
contributes to a cultural invisibility by way of delegitimizing the contributions and work that 
Black women have provided (Harris-Perry, 2011). Sesko and Biernat’s (2010) study helped 
support this idea when they examined White people’s ability to recognize Black women’s faces 
and verbalized statements of Black women. The researchers found White people were least likely 
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to recognize or identify Black women correctly when compared to other Black women. This 
study helped to strengthen the authors’ point that African American women were seen as 
“interchangeable and indistinguishable” (p. 360). 
Although these examples demonstrate invisibility in larger social contexts, the manner in 
which intersectional invisibility manifests itself specifically within an educational context is of 
interest in this dissertation. 
Race and Gender in Education 
As education is considered an epitomic instrument for empowering individuals to create 
social change, understanding the initial positioning of African American people as a racial 
underclass that sought admittance into established educational settings occupied by Whites is 
critical. After slavery, the establishment of schooling for African Americans was intended not 
only as a vehicle to becoming more integrated into a White-dominant society, but also to 
establish freedom and equality in society (Anderson, 1980). However, the freedom that was 
sought by African American people would not come without a price, and equality in schools 
remains elusive. While the legal victory of Brown v. Board of Education shifted the 
constitutionality of racial equality, and the Civil Rights and Women’s Rights movements 
advanced racial- and gender-specific agendas, social and political problems regarding race and 
gender continue to exist over a half of a century after the ruling (Guinier, 2004). As education is 
a microcosm of society, racial and gendered inequalities have become normalized (Guinier, 
2004) and are represented by isolation, omission, and silence. There has been extensive work by 
researchers to situate African American girls positively in the literature while focusing on the 
issues that affect them within schools (Archer-Banks, 2007; Brown, 2008, 2014; Evans-Winters, 
2005; Harmon & Ford, 2013; Simmons, 2013). 
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As reflections of the larger society, AP classes are examples of spaces occupied by White 
students into which African American students have had to enter, similar to the overall historical 
educational landscape within the nation. In the next section, I use the existing literature to gather 
information on the history of AP classes and examine how African American girls are situated 
within those classes.  
Advanced Placement Perspectives 
 Given the historical, socio-political, and theoretical influences that have contributed to 
the definition of intersectional invisibility, it becomes important to examine how this concept 
becomes operationalized within educational spaces for African American girls. In their study, 
Crenshaw et al. (2015) note opportunities to include and support African American girls are not 
reflected in educational policy research, advocacy, and programmatic interventions that 
meaningfully explore the academic experiences of African American girls. However, their 
studies primarily focus on the ways that African American girls are disciplined and policed 
within school settings. As a former academically high-achieving African American girl, now 
woman, my interest lies in examining how African American girls in Advanced Placement (AP) 
courses navigate those spaces in today’s contexts. This portion of the dissertation seeks to 
examine how African American girls are portrayed in the research on AP programs. I begin by 
providing a brief historical context of the AP program, establishing the historical elitism of AP 
programs, and examining the context and conditions for how African American students have 
been accepted and supported in AP programs. I then draw upon existing research to illustrate 
how both Hispanic and African American populations are marginalized with the program. Lastly, 
I demonstrate how African American girls are represented in the literature regarding AP classes. 
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I conclude this chapter by demonstrating the necessity of further examination of African 
American girls in AP courses.  
Advanced Placement Rooted in White Racial Norms 
 With its roots in elitism, AP programming has served historically White middle-class 
suburban students (Klopfenstein, 2004). The conception of AP programs originated during the 
1950s when prestigious predominantly White preparatory schools and colleges such as Andover, 
Exeter, Lawrenceville, Kenyon, Harvard, Princeton, and Yale began to seek ways to bolster the 
education of students in the midst of an impending Cold War (College Board, 2003; Mollison, 
2006; Schneider, 2009). For the most part, African American students were denied admittance 
into these programs during this time. Together, with financial support from the Ford 
Foundation’s Fund for the Advancement of Education (FAE), these schools partnered to address 
the needs of gifted and talented students through curriculum reform and teacher development 
(Schneider, 2009). Through this partnership, a recommendation that “secondary schools and 
colleges work together to avoid repetition in coursework at the high school and college levels 
and to allow motivated students to work at the height of their capabilities and advance as quickly 
as possible” (College Board, 2003, para. 3). A plan also was announced for students to earn 
college and university credit while attending high school (Schneider, 2009). The responsibilities 
of this partnership, referred to as the Committee on Admission with Advanced Standing, was 
assumed by the College Board in 1955, and the name of the programming became known as the 
Advanced Placement (AP) program (College Board, 2003; Schneider, 2009).  
The AP program afforded affluent White students a level of prestige by allowing them to 
advance and procure an education at the most highly regarded institutions in the country. As part 
of the program during that time, enrolled students could opt to take an examination in one of 11 
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advanced course offerings that allowed them to demonstrate college-level proficiency (Mollison, 
2006) and earn college credit (College Board, 2003; Schneider, 2009). In 1956, 104 secondary 
schools took part in the first AP examinations (Matthews, 1998), an early indication that the AP 
program was highly regarded as an indicator of social stature. Only students from the original 
elite schools, which were composed of White males, participated in the exam (Rothschild, 1999).   
Sixty-one years later, the AP program has flourished in participation rates. During the 
school year 2015-2016, almost 22,000 schools participated in AP programming and over 2.6 
million students were enrolled in AP courses (College Board, 2016). Despite this growth, there 
remain concerns about participation and access in AP programs as it relates to race, gender, and 
class. 
Advanced Placement Gaps 
 In the 1960s, as the Advanced Placement (AP) program continued to focus on the upper 
echelon of students attending wealthy school districts in affluent suburban areas (Bragdon, 
1960), there were limited AP offerings in courses in schools in high-poverty and rural 
neighborhoods (Klugman, 2013; Mollison, 2006; Schnieder, 2009). This limitation of offerings 
served to exclude African American students who, as a majority, attended schools that often had 
a mixture of poorly trained teachers, a subpar academic learning environment, and a perception 
by others as being of lower academic ability (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Schneider, 1990). 
Equity advocates recognized the existence of institutional racism was held by various 
stakeholders (Hochman, 1970) and argued that with funding, providing AP courses to students in 
underserved communities could assist them in accessing college opportunities (Schneider, 2009). 
During the late 1980s the federal government responded to this call, spending $2.7 million on 
exam fee subsidies for low-income students and professional development for teachers 
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(Klopfenstein, 2004). As a result, by providing financial access to an otherwise closed pipeline, 
enrollment in AP courses rose dramatically for African American students during the years 
1990-2000 (Schneider, 2004). Enrollment in AP classes was viewed as a critical asset and 
potential vehicle for African American students wishing to enter a competitive school for their 
postsecondary education. Related to gender, the enrollment of girls in AP courses is about the 
same for both males and females (College Board, 2010; Moore & Slate, 2008) male students 
were more likely to enroll in math and science courses (Moore & Slate, 2008; Corra et al., 2011); 
however, African American students, along with Hispanic students, continue to experience racial 
and economic barriers to access and participation within AP classrooms (College Board, 2014). 
Examination of the various aspects of AP programming illustrate multiple barriers to AP 
participation. 
Teachers. African American and Hispanic students are overwhelmingly enrolled in low-
income schools (U. S. Department of Education, National Center for Educational Statistics, 
2016), and there is substantial research that students from high-minority, high-poverty, and urban 
schools continue to be exposed to teaching from low-quality teachers (Levin & Quinn, 2003; 
Martinez & Welton, 2014) and have unduly larger number of teachers with fewer than five years 
of experience and lower teacher effectiveness than more experienced staff members (Boyd, 
Lankford, Loeb, Rockoff, & Wyckoff, 2008; DeAngelis, White, & Presley et al., 2010; 
Clotfelter, Ladd, & Vigdor, 2007; Sass et al., 2012). Conversely, students enrolled in AP courses 
have access to higher quality teachers (Kettler & Hurst, 2017) who can contribute to student 
academic and collegiate success (Darling-Hammond, 2004; Martinez & Welton, 2014). This 
disparity demonstrates how teacher experience and quality contribute to the advanced academic 
participation gaps. 
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Program entrance procedures. Admittance procedures within AP classrooms may also 
affect how African American and Hispanic students participate within these programs. Martinez 
and Welton (2014) conducted a study examining the structural challenges that students face in 
acquiring college preparatory courses. Through an intersectional analysis of two qualitative 
studies, Martinez and Welton examined three high-minority high-poverty (HMHP) schools in 
Northern and Southern Texas. Using a college opportunity framework (Gonzalez, Stoner, & 
Jovel, 2003), which has roots in social capital theory, Martinez and Welton examined how 
sources of social capital (e.g., relationships, networking) assist students in accessing resources 
for college. With the State of Texas as a backdrop for the study, they found that school 
counselors, dynamic teachers, and AP courses were “potential agents of social capital” for 
students in HMHP contexts, but that these same entities had the power to be “sources of 
institutional neglect and abuse” (Martinez & Welton, p. 815). The authors found that while 
counselors could provide wellsprings of college information, they were often faced with time 
constraints that prohibited them from meeting with students consistently.  The study also found 
that there were teachers in the schools observed that served as agents of social capital, but those 
teachers were limited in number. Within the study, classroom teachers acted as “stewards of 
information” (p. 209), informing and encouraging students to enroll, consequently creating an 
unreliable system of conveying critical information regarding students’ futures. Finally, Martinez 
and Welton found that the college-preparatory courses such as dual-credit and AP courses 
offered access to college credit, and the districts often provided fee waivers to take the AP 
examinations more accessible, but these courses had variation in expectations and rigor across 
AP courses and between AP and regular academic courses.  
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Barber and Torney-Purta (2008) also note that a great deal of teacher autonomy goes into 
student selection processes and found that African American students were three times less likely 
to be nominated by teachers into English AP programs. This subjectivity that teachers have in 
selecting or providing information to students indicates a power barrier that students have to 
“figure out” how to navigate. Sole reliance on teachers in student access to AP programs has 
served as a system of gatekeeping to keep African American students out through admission 
policies or not encouraging students to enroll (Matthews, 1998), and many school districts have 
adopted self-selection as a way to remedy this problem.  
Course availability. Forty percent of America’s high schools do not offer AP courses 
(College Board, 2014). The greatest opportunities for students to find courses in which to enroll 
are in predominantly White schools (Klugman, 2013; Mickelson, & Everett, 2008). Klugman 
(2013) indicates that the disparity in AP offerings and enrollments for African American students 
is a deeper symptom of structural racism, finding that even when resources are provided for AP 
courses in schools that are predominantly African American, it does not decrease the inequalities 
that are present. 
Iatarola, Conger, and Long (2011) provide several possible influences on administrator 
decision to offer AP courses, including the number and qualifications of teachers and the 
interests of students wishing to enroll in AP courses. Additionally, the authors note that 
administrators can create or inhibit AP course demand by designing eligibility requirements or 
advertising the program widely or narrowly.  Attendance at a school with a high number of AP 
courses does not equate to access and enrollment in the AP program, especially for African 
American students. Solórzano and Ornelas (2002) noted that minoritized students in urban low-
income schools have fewer AP course offerings and are underrepresented in the high schools that 
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offer more AP courses. The author termed this trend as “school within a school effect” (p. 216). 
School administrators may choose to make AP courses academic sanctuaries for their best 
teachers when overall school enrollments have large numbers of lower achieving students 
(Iatarola et al., 2011). This form of tracking is specifically designed to appease high-performing 
teachers and high ability learners (Iatarola et al., 2011; Oakes & Guiton, 1995). 
AP exams. AP Exams are one way that the College Board measures success in AP 
programs. The number of students taking the AP exams has increased over time. During 2013, 
over 1 million students participated in AP testing, with over 3.1 million AP exams taken 
(College Board, 2014). AP content area exam scores range from 1-5, with a score of 5 as the 
highest possible score. A score of 3 or above is determined by the College Board (2016) to be a 
successful score. The number of students receiving a score on AP exams of less than 3 is 1.3 
million. The number of students scoring a 3 or higher is 1.8 million (College Board, 2014). 
Although the College Board has seen an increase in the number of students enrolled in AP 
programs, data within the program shows that African American students were the most 
underrepresented in the population of successful test takers (College Board, 2014). In 2013, 
African American students accounted for 14 % of the total participants in the classes, and they 
accounted for 4.6% of the AP exams. Regardless of student ethnicity and gender, participation in 
AP exams in high school resulted in higher grades in college courses associated with the high 
school AP course and increased college credit hours (Hargrove et al., 2008; Kettler & Hurst, 
2017; Murphy & Dodd, 2009).  Additionally, students who scored a 3 or higher on at least one 
exam performed better in their first year of college (Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Mattern, Marini, & 
Shaw, 2013; Morgan & Ramist, 1998; Shaw, Marini, & Mattern, 2013) and were more likely to 
graduate from college within four years (Mattern et al., 2013).  
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African American students accounted for 9.2% of the total population taking part in the 
exams (College Board, 2016). Many reasons are offered for non-participation in test taking, 
including test unpreparedness and previous college admissions where the test scores are no 
longer needed (Mollison, 2006). 
 Though African American students had the smallest number of students taking AP 
exams, there is a web-based program that can help schools identify students who have AP 
potential. AP potential is the correlation between the likelihood of a student to score a 3 on the 
AP exam and PSAT/NMSQT, PSAT 8/9, PSAT 10, or SAT scores (Camara & Millsap, 1998; 
Ewing, Camara, & Millsap, 2006; Zhang, Patel, & Ewing, 2014). The AP potential web-based 
program is intended to increase the number of students in AP courses (College Board, 2012). 
Kettler and Hurst (2017) conducted a longitudinal study from 2001-2011to analyze the 
participation gaps in AP participation of students in grades 11 and 12 within a sample of 117 
suburban high schools in Texas. Schools included in the study had at least a 5% enrollment of 
African American, Hispanic, and White populations. Kettler and Hurst found while participation 
in AP testing had increased significantly during that time for all students in all three ethnicities 
groups, an ethnicity gap remained between African American and White students and Hispanic 
and White students. The gap also did not substantially increase or decrease in any of the 
participating schools for the duration of the study. Kettler and Hurst (2017) also found the 
predictor factors strongly associated with the African American-White achievement gap were not 
the same as those for the Hispanic-White Achievement Gap. For African American students, the 
higher the schools’ overall achievement index in advanced academics, the larger the gap was 
between White and African American students. For Hispanic students, as the proportion of 
minority faculty increased, the AP participation gap decreased. Additionally, Kettler and Hurst 
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(2017) found  the number of years of teaching experience had little impact on the ethnicity 
participation gaps. The suburban schools in this study experienced an increase in lower-income 
students over the length of the study, but the authors did not find a strong association between 
the higher number of low-income students and the ethnicity participation gap. Though AP 
classes have great benefits, there remains racial disparity in program access (College Board, 
2014), with White and Asian students benefitting from the program participation over all other 
demographic groups (College Board, 2014). 
Benefits of Advanced Placement Participation  
The benefits of Advanced Placement (AP) participation are magnified for students 
moving into the post-secondary arena. Students who participate in AP programs have higher 
rates of enrolling in college (Kettler & Hurst, 2017). AP courses also provide students who take 
the AP examinations and earn a score of 3 or higher the opportunity to earn college credit 
(College Board, 2014), helping reduce the cost of college attendance (Kettler & Hurst, 2017). AP 
courses are often weighted-GPA courses that have the potential to boost overall GPA scores, 
may lead to greater chances of college attendance, and may help students acquire scholarships 
(Kettler & Hurst, 2017; Shaw et al., 2013). The difficulty of the courses may also be viewed 
favorably by college admission teams, generating a greater opportunity of being admitted into 
more prestigious institutions (Kettler & Hurst, 2017). Still, White and Asian students greatly 
benefit more from AP as they transition from high school (Kettler & Hurst, 2017). 
Leadership in Advanced Placement 
 Schools leaders who lead for equity and socially just learning environments have the 
opportunity to influence AP participation and performance. The data from the College Board, 
(2014) demonstrates a perpetuated gap in the participation of African American and Hispanic 
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students in AP classes. This signals a gap between leadership practices and educational 
outcomes. School leaders have the duty to ensure that all aspects of the educational environment 
provide students with access to rigorous and culturally relevant curriculum and pedagogy 
(Ladson-Billings, 2005; Theoharis, 2007). The literature on leadership for social justice details 
schools have demonstrated tremendous success not only with White, middle-class, and affluent 
students but also with students from various racial, socioeconomic, language, and cultural 
backgrounds (Capper & Young, 2014; Oakes, Quartz, Ryan, & Lipton, 2000; Scheurich, 1998). 
By adopting an anti-racist pedagogy and engaging in dialogue with students to hear their stories 
on their treatment in the classes (Grosland, 2013; Milner, 2007), school leaders can gain more 
insight on how to make changes within AP.  
African American Girls in the Advanced Placement Literature 
There is a dearth of literature that examines the experiences and needs of students in 
Advanced Placement (AP) classes who have been marginalized with respect to both being 
African American and female. A search conducted using the EBSCO database for the terms 
African American women or African American girls and Advanced Placement or AP yielded few 
articles that discussed the experiences of African American females within AP classes. Through 
my search, I found two studies that examined the experiences of African American females in 
AP. Corra, Carter, and Carter (2011) used archival data from the North Carolina Department of 
Public Instruction to examine the interaction of race and gender on AP participation in classes 
with open enrollments for White males, White females, Black males, and Black females. Using 
SAT scores as an indicator of students’ likelihoods to enroll, White students were more likely to 
enrolled in AP class than were Black students. The SAT scores demonstrated a lower probability 
of enrollment for Black students. Among White students, females showed lower than expected 
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levels of enrollment, even in English and social studies. Similar patterns were found for Black 
females in comparison to Black males with exception to physical sciences and English courses 
where black females demonstrated an overrepresentation. 
The second study focused on the experiences of three high-achieving African American 
girls in a predominantly White affluent high school and their articulation of themselves in 
relation to their identity and achievement as academically higher performing students 
(O’Connor, Mueller, Lewis, Rivas-Drake, & Rosenberg, 2011). Through ethnographic research, 
interviews were conducted with the girls, examining their family backgrounds, peer 
relationships, academic orientations, and their interpretations of being African American versus 
White. Field observations of the spatial and racial organization of the high school were also 
conducted. Each girl had a minimum of two AP classes as a junior and one accelerated course 
and at least two accelerated courses during the subsequent year. Each girl had maintained a GPA 
of at least a 3.5 each academic year and was honored for her leadership. The study found that the 
girls, all well performing, were vulnerable to criticism by their African American peers that they 
were “acting White,” citing that second-generation segregation had “institutionalized a divide 
among being African American and being academically elite” (p. 1249). The “acting White” 
theory began with Ogbu’s (1987, 2003) cultural-ecological model that proposed that 
underachievement occurs with Black students because they interpret Blackness as in conflict 
with academic intelligence. Fordham and Ogbu (1986) furthered this research by stating that 
Blacks students assumed an oppositional identity due to the pressure of bridging two cultures and 
pressure from peers. Tyson, Darity, and Castellino’s (2005) work refutes that there is a cultural 
opposition to schooling. 
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The study found that the experiences of African American girls differed, with social class 
influencing some of these differences. While all the girls sought to dispel the negative stereotype 
of African American ability, they also grappled with being criticized and isolated by African 
American peers. 
Both studies are commendable as they begin to study the aspects of African American 
females navigating the various cultures of AP classes and contribute to the literature base on this 
topic.  However, these studies do not fully examine how students enter the academic spaces of 
AP courses and how leadership might influence the academic and social experiences of the 
participants in AP courses.  
 As African American students enter AP spaces, there has been research that argues that 
African American students do not enroll in AP courses because they do not have the academic 
ability to succeed in them (Rushton & Jensen, 2005). This dissertation refutes the claim that 
African American students lack the intellectual capability to be enrolled in AP courses. Instead, 
it heralds African American students as contributors to the knowledge base within schools and 
examines that structures of racism and sexism and classism that may exist to impeded 
participation in AP courses.  
This dissertation seeks to fill in the gaps by examining the practices that influence 
enrollment, support, and success in AP classes.  I will also contribute to the existing body of 
literature by examining the African American girls from the vantage point of those who thrive 
academically. Lastly, I will add to the body of literature on intersectional invisibility, which can 
be used to better inform educators of the experiences of African American girls.  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
This chapter outlines the methodological design of this dissertation study. First, I review 
the purpose of the study and iterate the research questions for this study. Next, I discuss the 
phenomenological methodology used in this dissertation, and discuss why I utilized this 
particular methodology for this study. I follow this discussion by providing a contextual 
overview of the district selected and outline how I selected and recruited participants for this 
study. Then, I list the data sources and instruments that were used in the study.  I conclude this 
chapter by summarizing the research methodology and providing context of how my own 
educational experiences help shape this dissertation study. 
Research Approach 
The overall purpose of this study is to understand the concept of intersectional invisibility by 
examining the experiences of African American girls within AP classes. The following research 
questions are shaped by my review of the existing literature and contribute to my interest in 
shaping and expanding the existing literature base: 
1. What are the access and enrollment processes for African American girls in AP high 
school courses? 1a. Within AP classrooms, what are the support systems that African 
American girls utilize for academic and social/emotional support? 
2. What insights do African American girls have about themselves as academic and social 
participants in AP courses, as related to race and gender?  
3. What are the practices of administrators in the development, enrollment, and 
improvement of AP courses? 
Qualitative research offers various methodologies in which to study humans (Priessle, 
2006) and is defined as “an effort to understand situations in their uniqueness as part of a 
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particular context” (Patton, 1985, p. 1). Given the limited research on African American girls in 
AP academic contexts, I employed a methodological approach that would allow me to amplify 
the experiences and voices of the participants involved. My choice of methodology for this study 
was predicated on the research questions provided, but was also influenced by my interest in 
examining from a critical perspective how African American girls as members of two oppressed 
populations (race and gender) experience the educational space of AP classrooms. I used an 
inductive process in this study that aided in generate themes that would lead me to a tentative 
hypothesis about the experiences of African American girls in the study in AP contexts. 
Phenomenological Study  
For this dissertation, I selected a phenomenological methodology to center focus on the 
phenomenon of intersectional invisibility. I selected this methodology because it closely aligned 
with my research questions and the focus of my dissertation. With roots in German philosophy 
and psychology, phenomenological methodology is becoming increasingly utilized in social 
sciences fields (Petty, Thomson, & Stew, 2012). Phenomenological methodology focuses on 
understanding the lived experiences of individuals by exploring the meaning of the phenomenon 
from the perspectives of those who have experienced it (Mapp, 2008; Petty, Thomson, & Stew, 
2012). African American girls serve as the unit of analysis and by employing a 
phenomenological methodology, I sought to expand my understanding of this population’s 
experiences in the specific context of AP classrooms (Worthen & McNeil, 2002). Merriam 
(1998) further expounds, “By focusing on a single phenomenon or entity (or case), the research 
aims to uncover the interaction of significant factors characteristic of the phenomenon” (p. 29).  
Through my interpretation and analysis, a phenomenological methodology would allow me to 
use the data collected to learn more about the characteristics of intersectional invisibility among 
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African American girls and help uncover a description of the ‘essence’ of the phenomenon 
(Patton, 1990; Petty, Thomson, & Stew, 2012). Within phenomenological methodology, the 
phenomenon being examined also varies in that can appear to persons in their conscious 
experience and can be either physical or mental (Moran, 2005). This means that the 
intersectional invisibility that I was examining had the possibility of being an action that could 
be seen or a feeling or though that could not. 
Often to derive the essence of the phenomenon being examined, the researcher brackets, 
similar to the mathematical use of brackets, temporarily setting aside assumptions and 
judgements (Moran, 2005; Priest, 2002). I selected to bracket my own judgements and 
assumptions so that I would not influence the participants’ understanding of the phenomenon 
(Hamil & Sinclair, 2010). Hamil and Sinclair also state, “This approach is etic–that is an 
outsider’s view–and contrasts with Heideggerian phenomenology where the social world of the 
participants is fused with that of the researcher in an attempt to co-construct reality – an emic 
(insider’s view) approach” (p. 17). Within this dissertation, I selected to use bracketing because 
my focus was to obtain the participant’s reality. As a student, teacher, and administrator, I 
carried assumptions with me based on my own experiences in AP and advanced course work and 
I wanted my findings to be objective as possible. For this study, I kept a field journal to record 
my pre-reflections, reflections, and reactions to those reflections after each interview (Wall, 
Glen, Mitchinson, & Poole, 2004). However, in order to establish rapport and relationship with 
student participants, I did share that I was a student who had taken AP courses and that I was 
going to reflect on the similarities of my schooling after listening to their experiences. By 
engaging in bracketing, I wanted to derive the essence of the intersectional invisibility 
phenomenon through the shared experiences of the student participants involved. I also assumed 
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that these experiences are “unprobed in everyday life” (Merriam, 2002, p. 7), meaning that I 
believed African American girls included in this study have not had the opportunity to deeply 
analyze intersectional invisibility in relation to their lives. 
  if they have I embedded this study within one school district, with boundaries for what 
the case entails (Stake, 2006).  
Research Design 
Under the umbrella of the Husserlian approach, which seeks to describe the essence of 
experiences (Gill, 2014), I used Giorgi’s (2009) descriptive phenomenological methods to 
examine intersectional invisibility within the experiences of African American girls within high 
school AP classes. I also borrow methods from case study to provide a richer description of AP 
programming and course offerings. I highlight these methods after providing context of the 
district. 
Site Selection 
For the research site, I selected two high schools, Reliance and Phoenix High Schools2, in 
a single district, focusing solely on the AP classes in those districts. This district was selected 
because it was making strategic efforts to increase African American student enrollment in AP 
courses due to a Consent Decree, or settlement agreement from a potential lawsuit prior to a 
court hearing, that required them to focus on the access and achievement disparities of African 
American students. As part of the Consent Decree the district agreed to build schools in 
neighborhoods that were predominantly Black, establish an equity committee that included 
community members to discuss and review matters of equity in regular and special education, 
monitor special education referral and dismissal processes for African American students, share 
                                                          
2 Names of the high schools in this study have been changed to protect the confidentiality of the participants in this 
study. 
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data and reduce disciplinary actions taken against African American children,  provide 
transparency in district data by making district reports available to the district equity committee. 
The equity committee was also tasked with reviewing African American student achievement 
data in gifted and AP/honors programming. This AP honors task force committee was required 
to meet once a month to address issues of access and enrollment in those programs.  
To provide additional context, the length of the consent decree spanned over a period of 
10 years. Though it had legally ended before the time of this study, many of the requirements 
that were imposed during the consent decree remained in place. For example, the district 
AP/Honors task force continued to meet and discuss enrollment and academic progress data for 
within those programs.  
This district was also selected due to its socio-economically diverse student population, 
which allowed me greater potential to have a diverse group of students to participate in the study. 
Serving about 10,000 students, the district was ethnically/racially comprised of African 
American (35%), White (37%), Hispanic (11%), Asian (9%), two or more races (7%), American 
Indian (0.3%), and Pacific Islander (0.1%). Socioeconomically, the district had a 54% population 
of students eligible to receive free or reduced-price lunch.  
The observed high schools in this study each held both unique and common attributes. 
Reliance High School was the larger of the two schools with 1400 students, while Phoenix High 
School served about 1200 students.  Phoenix High School was considered to be the flagship 
school of the district, with many affluent families in the city selecting to attend. Both schools had 
similar ethnic/racial and socio-economic demographic data compared to the district.  
To gain access into this district, I requested and received permission from the school 
district research coordinator to conduct this study in the district. The coordinator was provided a 
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synopsis of the study along with the protocols to be used in the study. The coordinator shared the 
synopsis with the high school administrators to allow them to formulate any questions they may 
have had about the study. Principals from both high schools agreed to participate in this study.  
Student Selection  
Once the administrators agreed to the study through signed consent, they were asked to 
identify African American female students participating in AP courses within their respective 
schools. Because the number of African American girls in AP was limited at each school, all 
girls who were labeled as African American who were enrolled in AP courses received an 
invitation to attend an information session about the study. The number of AP classes in which a 
student was enrolled was not a factor in this study. Thirty-six girls were invited. I had one 
information session during the lunch period at each school for interested participants to provide 
information regarding the study and to answer any questions that they may have had. I explained 
to the participants that before they could provide assent, their parents/guardians must provide 
consent. I also provided them with information that, as a financial incentive, participating 
students would be given a Target gift card to purchase resources they may need. Students were 
eligible to receive up to two compensations for their participation in the individual interviews 
and focus group interviews. At the request of the administrators, I provided each student and 
each school administrator with a copy of the consent form. I received 14 signed consents by 
parents from the school administrators, and once they were obtained I met with each girl to 
obtain her assent to participation in this study. Because the study focused on African American 
girls and the schools’ racial coding system included girls who were African in the Black label, 
there was not a way to identify them further without interviewing and asking the girls how they 
identified racially. I allowed all the students who were coded under the district’s racial coding of 
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Black to be eligible to be interviewed. In the interview, students were asked how they identified 
racially. Four participants identified themselves as native to Africa. Since I was trying to 
examine the experiences of African American girls in this study, all four of those interviews 
were excluded from the data. Table 3.1 provides a profile of the remaining student participants. 
School Personnel Selection  
To develop a better understanding of the research phenomenon, I also asked school 
administrators to participate in this study. Each school administrator completed a consent form 
agreeing to participate in this dissertation study. A financial incentive of a Target gift card was 
provided as a token of appreciation for each administrator participating in the study. 
Data Sources and Instruments 
I employed a number of data collection methods to answer the research questions for this 
study. Based on the phenomenological methodology selected, I utilized the data collection 
method of individual interviews (Petty, Oliver, & Stew, 2012). I also employed data collection 
methods that are commonly used in case study methodology (Stake, 2006) to enhance 
understanding of the AP programming. The collection methods within this study included focus 
group interviews of the student participants, individual interviews of the students and 
administrators, and document analysis. Although all data collection methods have a degree of 
fallibility, I address this area of weakness within this research design by offering more than one 
data collection method to answer any particular research question. This triangulation, or the use 
of multiple and varied data collection methods, gives a level of credence to the data (Stake, 
1995) by reducing the bias that occurs due to a specific method (Maxwell, 2013). Table 3.2 
provides an illustration of how these data collection methods align to the research questions. A 
single “X” reflects that the data gathered from the identified collection method was used as a 
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primary source of data. A double “XX” signals that the identified collection method was used as 
a secondary source of information to address the research questions.  
 
Table 3.1  
Participant Profile by Racial Identity, Grade Level, and AP Course History  
 
Participant identification* Year in school First AP course 
AP course(s) during 
the 2015-2016 
school year 
Angela 12 - Statistics 
Anna Julia 12 - Government and 
Politics 
Assata 12 US History Spanish, 
Government and 
Politics, Statistics 
(drop) 
Ella 10 - World History 
Fannie 11 - U.S. History 
Ida 11 - U.S. History 
Jospehine 10 - World History 
Lena 10 - World History 
Maya 12 - Statistics 
Septima 12 History English 
Note *= Actual names have been replaced with pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality of the participants. 
Interviews  
Fontana and Frey (1994) describe interviewing as “one of the most common and most 
powerful ways we use to try to understand our fellow human beings” (p. 361). In this study, I 
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Table 3.2  
Research Questions, Data Sources, and Data Instruments 
 
 
 
 
Focus group 
interviews 
(student 
participants) 
Individual 
interviews 
(student 
participants) 
Individual 
interviews 
(school 
administrators) 
Document 
reviews 
RQ1. What are the access 
and enrollment processes 
for African American girls 
in AP high school 
courses? 
 XX XX X 
RQ1a. Within AP 
classrooms, what are the 
support systems that 
African American girls 
utilize for academic and 
social/emotional support? 
X XX XX  
RQ2. What insights do 
African American girls 
have about themselves as 
academic and social 
participants in AP courses, 
as related to race and 
gender?  
X XX   
RQ3. What are the 
practices of administrators 
in the development, 
enrollment, and 
improvement of AP 
courses? 
  XX XX 
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used semi-structured focus group and individual interviews with student participants and semi-
structured interviews with school personnel. I collected data from these interviews by engaging 
in dialogue with participants to gain their insights and understandings of the access to and 
support in AP classes. Appendix A provides a list of participants with the length of the 
interviews. A list of individual and focus group questions can be found in Appendix B. 
Institutional Review Board approval forms can be found in Appendix C.  
Document Reviews  
The document reviews were used as a primary data collection method for AP program 
access and enrollment processes. They also served as primary sources by which to examine AP 
student success and equitable practices. Documents such as course selection handbooks, 
scheduling forms, letters to parents and students, and internal documents related to AP 
programming were examples of documents that were reviewed for this study. I worked with 
school personnel to retrieve the documents, asking that identifiable information about parents, 
students, or teachers be removed. I reviewed the documents and used a field journal to record 
key terms and observation to be coded afterwards. 
Data Analysis 
The analysis of the data can be simultaneous with the collection of the data (Merriam, 
2002), and they can shape and guide each other (Polkinghorne, 2005). By collecting and 
analyzing data at the same time I was able to make adjustments as I proceeded with the study. 
All interviews from the focus groups and individual interviews were transcribed into Microsoft 
Word documents. In these documents, I expanded the margins to create an area to group and 
analyze code words.  I initially used open coding, or by closely examining the data and naming 
and categorizing phenomena (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). These codes are words or phrases that 
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were grouped together, or categorized, and a memo was written to myself that entailed the 
properties of each category (Merriam, 2002). Once I completed the open coding process, I 
engaged in axial coding (Strauss & Corbin, 1990) to put the data back together again to explore 
how themes may relate to one another.  
 For observations and document reviews, the same open coding system was used, except 
the information was in field note form and then transferred to a Microsoft Word document before 
coding occurred. After all the data was coded I examined all the information across cases. This 
coding allowed me to see any patterns across the data and assisted in establishing themes to 
better understand the phenomenon I was examining in this dissertation study. 
Ethics 
 Cresswell (2013) reinforces that ethical dilemmas arise throughout the entire research 
process. As a researcher, I had an obligation and duty to protect the rights and privacy of all 
participants within this study. For this research project, I submitted and received approval from 
the Institutional Review Board to conduct this study. Once I identified the research sites, I also 
contacted the school leaders and received permission to conduct this study. Within the research 
design of this study, I established many safeguards and procedures that would address ethical 
issues that may have arisen. All adult participants within the study were provided a consent form 
which listed the details of the study and provided them with the option to participate or decline 
participation. Since this study involved adolescents under the age of 18, I met with student 
participants in person at school in a conference room without the presence of an administrator to 
explain this research study. I also explained to them that in order for me to proceed with the 
study they had to provide assent. I explained to them that parent permission must be provided 
before any student could provide assent to participate. Another ethical concern I addressed is the 
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respect of privacy among study participants. While I could not fully control the actions of focus 
group participants, all students were asked to respect the privacy of other students in the study.  
Reflexivity 
 This research study is heavily influenced by my personal background, including my 
upbringing, educational experiences, and professional journey. I am an African American girl in 
a long line of strong African American matriarchs. I grew up in what would be deemed a 
household of poverty, though my parents each held two jobs. While I experienced the privilege 
of a two-parent household for a great portion of my youth, my parents separated when I was 14, 
a newly minted teen trying to navigate the juncture between childhood and adulthood. At the 
point of moving, I felt the weight of my parents’ divorce and the separation of my brother from 
my mother and me. I also felt a disconnection from my mother as she tried to handle all the pain 
the divorce dealt to her.  
Despite these circumstances, in my schooling I was a successful student, able to navigate 
much of the educational landscape independently. My parents were working-class citizens, each 
holding two jobs and doing whatever it took to ensure that the household obligations were met. I 
was born in the northern part of the country, but I was for the majority of my youth raised in the 
South, returning to the Midwest for my last two years of high school. I was educated in the South 
in predominantly African American schools; although we had White teachers, it was rare to see a 
White student in the class. As a result of my schooling, I tend to first look for African American 
people with whom to associate within any group in which I find myself. It is a group in which I 
find comfort, a group in which I feel I do not have to be as guarded. When I was younger I used 
to get pulled from general education classrooms for enrichment/gifted support. Although my 
peers in this support were of the same race, they tended to be male. I was sometimes excluded by 
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them because I was not “one of the boys,” but for the most part I learned how to adapt within 
that environment.  
Upon my return to the North and throughout all subsequent educational experiences, I 
have been in classes predominantly occupied by White students. I know what it feels like to be 
the only African American girl in the class, an outsider trying to fit in. Even though I was raised 
in a stubbornly segregated South, my transition to the North exposed me, revealing to me my 
skin color, an amplified component of myself when paired with the fact that I was placed in 
advanced classes. Trying to establish friendships in the latter portion of high school was difficult, 
but the difficulty was increased when my African American peers, with whom I identified, began 
to say that I thought I was better than them. I struggled at times–academically, emotionally, and 
physically. I wanted to fade into the background, to fly low under the radar so as not to be 
ostracized or draw attention to who I was, and in many cases my strategy worked. This self-
imposed cloak of invisibility was especially how I learned to adapt within this environment.  
My relationships with teachers were positive, but not personal. I was a “good” kid. I was 
a pupil of praise: I wanted to be recognized for my work, to be valued for my efforts. Most of the 
time I was satisfied by a good comment on the side of my paper. I chatted a bit too much but was 
never disrespectful or disruptive. I did not see my teachers as people in whom I could confide, 
and I do not think they saw me as someone who stood out. In my mind, they were only older 
versions of the youth in the classes and they paid the most attention to youth who they saw as 
having the best potential to go far in life–mostly White males. As I entered my collegiate years, 
the noticeability of my presence as an African American woman became amplified for me. I 
initially majored in pre-medicine and later switched to an education major. Although I attended a 
predominantly White institution, there were a sizable number of African American students who 
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also attended. However, within those two majors there were very few African American students 
in the required classes. For a great portion of time within these educational spaces, I went 
unnoticed.  
 I am now an educator. I have seen and have taken part in initiatives targeted toward 
young African American boys. I have been helped marshal White girls and boys into gifted and 
honors programming in recruitment efforts. I have advocated for dual language programs for 
Latino/a boys and girls. But what about the children who look just like me? I have witnessed 
segments of parallel journeys of many young African American girls. I feel I have a 
responsibility as an educator to widen the pathway for these girls and alter how they are 
portrayed within the policy and research arena.  
 This study centers on my examination of the experiences of African American girls in 
high school AP courses in a socioeconomic and racially diverse school district to better 
understand the concept of intersectional invisibility. Through the methods of student interviews, 
group interviews, administrator interviews and document analysis, in the next chapter I discuss 
the findings of the researcher study.   
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH FINDINGS 
The findings from student interviews, administrator interviews, and document reviews are 
described in this chapter. These findings address the following research questions: 
1. What are the access and enrollment processes for African American girls in AP high 
school courses? 
1a. Within AP classrooms, what are the support systems that African American girls 
utilize for academic and social/emotional support? 
2. What insights do African American girls have about themselves as academic and social 
participants in AP courses, as related to race and gender?  
3. What are the practices of administrators in the development, enrollment, and 
improvement of AP courses? 
Seven major themes arose as a result of an inductive analysis of individual and group 
participant interviews, administrative interviews, key document analysis, and researcher field 
study notes. Those seven themes are: (a) pathways to AP; (b) AP purpose; (c) AP support; (d) 
gender and race in AP; (e) program and staff development; (f) program promotion, marketing, 
and revisions; and (g) program evaluation. These themes will help support the findings of this 
dissertation. 
Research Question 1: What are the access and enrollment processes for African 
American girls in Advanced Placement high school courses? 
Pathways to Advanced Placement  
To examine the theoretical concept of Intersectional Invisibility, I first examined the 
processes and procedures by which the girls in this study became enrolled. Within this section, I 
provide examples of major and minor vehicles of access that aided participants in Advanced 
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Placement (AP) enrollment. I also offer the viewpoints of the participants into why they decided 
to enroll in AP courses. 
The pathways that marked participant entry into AP classes in the observed district were 
multifaceted. The distinctions that marked these pathways are labeled in this dissertation as 
primary and secondary. The observed school district had a self-selection process for AP 
enrollment, but according to the administrator at Phoenix High School, students were 
“encouraged” by staff to enroll. At the time of this study, 36 girls across both schools had been 
identified as potential participants in this study through the district’s record-keeping database 
with the racial coding of Black; this included girls who were native to Africa. The district had 
total enrollment of 2,689 students with an unduplicated enrollment of 511 (19%) students 
enrolled in AP classes. Regarding ethnic and racial data, White and Asian students comprised 
82% of the AP student population while Black students comprised 9% and Hispanic students 
comprised 5%. Low-income students in AP comprised 49% of the total students enrolled in AP 
courses. Table 4.1 provides a demographic overview of the two high schools combined. 
Primary access avenues are described in these findings as more open and clear avenues 
by which the girls in this study became involved in AP classes. Prior accelerated class 
experiences held by participants, teacher recommendations, and self-selection were primary 
access avenues for enrollment in AP courses. Secondary access points are described as less-
prominent entry supports and required participants to rely less on direct school-level personnel 
for AP course selection. Course catalog usage, whole-group/class information sessions and 
registrations, and academic preview nights were examples of secondary supports.  
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Table 4.1 
Unduplicated High School District AP Demographic Enrollment Data, 2015-16 (Percentage in 
Parentheses) 
 
Characteristics 
District 
(n = 2,689) 
AP program 
(n = 511) 
Race/Ethnicity       
  Black 47   (2) 47   (9) 
  Multi-racial 22 (<1) 22   (4) 
  Hispanic/Latino 24 (<1) 24   (5) 
  White 316 (12) 316 (62) 
  Asian/Pacific Islander 100   (4) 100 (20) 
  American Indian/Alaskan Native 2 (18) 2 (<1) 
Gender                                                                             
  Female  282 (10) 282 (55) 
  Male 229   (9) 229 (49) 
Income    
  Low SES  91   (3) 91 (18) 
Note. Information in the table is adapted from an internal district report.  
Primary access avenues. Prior honors-level or accelerated coursework was one primary 
access avenue for AP course enrollment. Many of the student participants (7 out of 10) indicated 
that they had taken a higher academic-level course at some point in their academic tenure before 
they enrolled in AP classes, including honors-level or accelerated courses. Some participants in 
this study indicated after taking these honors-level and accelerated classes that enrolling in AP 
courses seemed to be the natural academic progression.  
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Another primary point of entry into AP classes for participants was by teacher or 
counselor recommendation or encouragement. Five of the participants indicated they received 
recommendations or encouragement from a classroom teacher, while there were four who 
indicated that it was a school counselor who persuaded them to enroll in AP courses. Many of 
the responses that participants provided indicated positive relationships with the persons who 
provided the recommendation, and some of the students indicated that they continue to maintain 
those relationships. In addition, a few of the participants described the recommendations they 
received as an assurance or confirmation that they belonged in an AP class and/or would do well 
in that class.  
One participant indicted that her influence to take an AP course did not originate from 
recommendation. Instead, she identified her friendships with other students who were in AP 
classes as the factor that swayed her to enroll. 
Obscurity in the AP enrollment pathway seemed to arise from some of the 
recommendations received by students. Some participants described their counseling experiences 
concerning AP enrollment as ones coupled with caveat, or that during the consultation they felt 
expressly discouraged to take an AP course. These incidents where there were conflicting 
agreements among adult recommenders occurred at both observation sites.  
There were also examples of conflicting agreement between two recommending parties. 
Maya described such an event involving her counselor from the previous year and her current 
counselor:  
. . . my junior year counselor, she was kind of sending me off on a completely different 
route. My senior counselor looked at my schedule and said “Wait this doesn’t make 
sense, you’ve been in all accelerated classes, why would you go back and do this?” . . . 
That’s when she told me you will be fine in AP Stats . . . and I decided that that was what 
I wanted to do. 
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This scenario, along with other similar stories, helps illustrate inconsistencies in the 
recommendation process depending on the person making the referral and their perspective of 
the student’s ability to academically navigate an AP course. 
Secondary access points. Secondary access supports into AP courses stemmed from 
various school-provided resources. Both student participants and administrators mentioned that 
the course description catalog was available online and in print and was used by many 
participants. Five of the student participants indicated that they used at least one form of the 
course catalog to help in their AP class selection. 
Both schools also held academic preview nights geared toward freshman students that 
showcased the AP curriculum as well as extracurricular activities available to students. Teachers 
from AP classes were available during those nights to answer questions that interested students 
and parents posed.  None of the student participants in the study mentioned having attended 
academic preview nights in the interviews. 
Another secondary pathway support was whole-group pre-registration sessions. Three of 
the students in the study stated that they had attended these sessions. Teachers and/or guidance 
counselors spoke to large class groups to answer questions and provide information about 
courses. Both the description of the participants and the administrator at Phoenix High School 
indicated that pre-registration meetings carried a negative message. Students were given a 
warning about the difficulty of AP classes. The administrator at the site indicated that the 
enrollment numbers were too high for a sophomore-level social studies AP course, and in order 
to reduce the numbers, they had to have meetings with the interested students. Although he did 
not explicitly state that the intention of the meetings was to discourage students, he did say that 
there were “too many” students signed up for that class. He explained the meetings as follows: 
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We had meetings that first spring . . . but the AP teacher specifically had a separate 
meeting with our African American kids and said “Okay, we are going to have these 
meetings, and it’s going to sound like we’re trying to scare everybody off because there 
are kids enrolled who want to take this class who should not be taking this class–but that 
does not mean you. So when you come to this meeting we’re not talking to you. We want 
you to stay in the class and support you.” So I thought that was good that on their own 
they knew they needed to do that. 
 
 Josephine, who attended the meeting in question, recounted, as noted previously, that she 
heard the following message: 
. . . but then the counselors who helped with signing up for your schedules in general, 
they mentioned how this was a new class. One of them in particular was telling us that we 
should not take this class, that it would be hard, that if you don’t think you can handle it, 
you probably can’t. I remember freaking out when I was thinking of signing up for it 
because he was making it sound like it was going to be this really hard, super-
intimidating class . . . 
 
The depiction of the meeting by both the administrator and the student accounts was that it 
carried a message of discouragement for students to enroll.  
Advanced Placement Purpose 
 
The student participants provided multiple perspectives on why they ultimately decided 
to enroll in Advanced Placement (AP) classes. While there were a few girls who indicated they 
felt pressure to enroll in AP courses from family members, there were others who challenged 
themselves to excel and used sentiments such as, “I wanted to take an honors class and I felt AP 
would be challenging,” “I might as well keep going higher,” “I really want to push myself,” and 
“I wanted to challenge myself.” Other decisions to enroll in AP courses were influenced by 
course options and postsecondary motivators. In addition, the data revealed the types of courses 
in which most of the student participants were enrolled. 
Advanced Placement course option availability. Many of the participants indicated that 
Advanced Placement (AP) courses were a natural progression for them since most of them had 
taken accelerated or honors-level coursework before. Students often indicated a dichotomy in the 
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courses at the schools, citing they had to decide on being in the “regular class” or academic-level 
course versus being in an AP class. Lena described the option of having to take an academic-
level course as follows, “. . . and here at  ____, we don’t have an accelerated class. They only did 
either regular or AP, and I couldn’t sit in a regular class; it would be boring like it was last year.” 
Closer examination of the course catalog and a review of participant data indicates that 
AP World History and AP U.S. History did not have accelerated options for those subjects. For 
the girls in this study, not having the option of an accelerated course meant the only options were 
taking a regular course or taking an AP course.  
Behavior. There was also a participant observation that some students were in AP 
courses because of their behavior. As Assata noted:  
I was always encouraged by my teachers to enroll in advanced classes. We follow 
something called the tracking system which is where based on, I guess, experiences and 
your performance in your elementary school . . . based on how we did in middle school, 
we were recommended for different things in high school. And so I was recommended 
for the higher classes because I had always just done well in the honors classes. I was 
always like a really well-behaved student, so I think that’s another reason why people 
track you into honors classes. If you never really have any problems or anything, they 
recommend you for other things. 
 
Assata’s observation is that her reason for being placed in AP courses was due to a tracking 
system that funneled academically high-achieving students who did not present behavioral 
problems into higher level classes. 
Post-secondary motivators. There were also participants who responded that taking AP 
courses is just part of the academic experience that will contribute to greater situational outcomes 
in life. Many of the participants noted that they were motivated to enroll in AP courses so that 
they could possibly earn college credit. Others stated that AP courses would look good on their 
transcripts and college applications. Ella stated: 
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I wanted to take an honors class and I felt like AP would be challenging and you could 
also get the college credit. And plus, my parents were pretty encouraging about taking AP 
classes because it looks good on college applications. 
 
All the girls in this study stated that they planned on attending college. They also shared their 
career ambitions: 
•  Anna Julia stated that she intended to go to college and become an obstetrician 
and gynecologist in the future. 
 
• Septima planned to attend a university and major in design. She wanted to attend 
medical school at some point in her educational career.  
 
• Maya wanted to attend college and major in secondary education with a minor in 
African American studies. She expressed that her desire was to become a high 
school history teacher in a predominantly African American context and later 
become an administrator. 
 
• Ida stated she had not decided which college she would like to attend and was 
unsure about what she would like to do in the future, but she liked helping people. 
 
• Ella stated she wanted to attend college and become a lawyer or neonatal nurse 
practitioner. 
 
• Fannie wanted to attend college and was deciding on whether to attend an HBCU, 
but she wanted to major in English journalism. 
 
• Josephine wanted to attend college but wanted to take a gap year to help at a 
mission school in Mexico. She wanted to major in the arts when she attended 
college.  
 
Assata’s response to the inquiry provided insight to the limitless options available after 
graduation: 
So after I graduate, I will be going to     participating in their College of Media as a 
journalism major. And I do want to minor in Spanish . . . I plan to join as many Black 
organizations as I can . . .  maybe join a Black sorority so I can get that sisterhood aspect. So 
I’m definitely going to do that. I want to travel as much as I can, do internships like every 
waking moment since there are going to be the resources . . . to do that, I definitely want to 
do that. I want to get certified in this exercise class that I take so I can teach it . . . and I know 
that I definitely want to study abroad for a year in a Spanish-speaking country . . . but I will 
love to go to Cuba just because their relations with Black Cubans. I want to go somewhere 
with some kind of Afro-Latino community. . . . So I’m still trying to figure out. That’s really 
the main reason why I’m going to college, it’s so that I can figure it all out. 
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Assata’s reflection provides insight into her a strong embrace of her racial identity and 
background and a positive outlook on the future ahead of her.  
Advance Placement Course Types 
The type of classes that students were enrolled in is also of importance. Out of the 10 
African American participants interviewed during that academic year, only two of them were 
enrolled in what could be considered STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering, Math)-related 
courses. Those two participants were enrolled in AP Statistics, one participant per site. Two 
students were enrolled in language courses, and there were seven counts of enrollments in the 
social sciences. One student started the year in AP Statistics but dropped the course. An 
epiphany about the imbalance of STEM course participation arose with one of the girls during 
the focus group session: 
I just noticed that we’re all taking AP classes that are in the humanities, but no one here 
is taking any STEM AP classes. Do you guys feel more comfortable? Because I feel more 
comfortable. And it’s not even the fact that I feel more comfortable, it’s just I like the 
humanities. 
 
 Another student stated that she felt “more confident” about passing a science or math 
class:  
So I failed Algebra 2, not due to the fact that I did not understand Algebra 2, because I 
am a beast at Algebra 2. I have bad anxiety when it comes to math because I’m really, 
really good at math, but I just get so anxious, and I’m just not as confident as I should be. 
 
 
The principal of Phoenix High verified that African American students “choose the 
humanities more than they choose the STEM courses.” His response to attempts to balance that 
disparity was, “We haven’t done that yet. We haven’t really looked at that piece yet.” This 
finding of racial disparity in STEM enrollments is substantiated by the projected 2017-2018 
district enrollment data, which shows a disparity in the number of minority students, particularly 
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African American students, enrolled in STEM courses compared to other AP courses and an 
absence of African American representation in STEM AP courses as they became more 
advanced. 
Also of interest was the year that the students engaged in AP courses. At both sites, 
students could take AP courses beginning their sophomore year. Out of the seven juniors and 
seniors interviewed, only two had taken any AP course previously, even though five of them 
indicated that they had been in accelerated or honors courses previously. Three of the seniors in 
this study were entering AP-level classes for the first time in their high school career at the time 
of this interview. Though the student participants in this study had the opportunity to engage in 
AP courses at an earlier point in their high school career, the majority of the student participants 
in the upper grades had their first experience with AP during the time of the interview.  
Research Question 1a. Within Advanced Placement classrooms, what are the 
support systems that African American girls utilize for academic and 
social/emotional support? 
When identifying systems of academic and social/emotional support for African American 
students in this study, the data were dissected into two different categories: supports identified by 
school administrators as school-wide systems and supports that student participants in this study 
accessed. At both sites, school-wide systems of support for the 2015-2016 academic year 
included a lunch study group for juniors and seniors enrolled in Advanced Placement (AP) 
courses and individual teacher access. The lunch study program included access to teachers, one 
in humanities and one in math, to whom students could make inquiries about assignments or 
lessons. The lunch study program also provided an opportunity for students to work alongside 
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Table 4.2 
Phoenix High School 2017-2018 Projected Enrollment by Race and Course (Percentage of Total 
Enrollment in Parenthesis) 
Subject/Course Total 
number 
enrolled 
African 
American 
Hispanic Multi-
racial 
Free and 
Reduced 
Lunch 
English      
   Accelerated Rhetoric 78 18 (23) 7 (9) 6 (8) 28 (36) 
   Accelerated Literature 80 18 (23) 7 (9) 6 (8) 28 (35) 
   AP English 46 6 (13) 3 (7) 5 (11 11 (24) 
Social Sciences      
   AP US History 135 16 (12) 21 (16) 11 (8) 31 (23) 
   AP Macroeconomics 5 1 (20) 0 (-) 1 (20) 2 (40) 
   AP U.S. Government 88 14 (16) 4 (5) 8 (9) 26 (30) 
   AP Psychology 43 6 (14) 3 (7) 3 (7) 9 (21) 
   AP World History 143 28 (20) 9 (6) 8 (6) 37 (26) 
   AP European History 6 0 (-)  0 (-) 1 (16) 3 (50) 
Math      
   Accelerated Algebra 147 17 (9) 9 (6) 9 (6) 27 (18) 
   Accelerated Pre-
Algebra/Trigonometry 
118 8 (6) 9 (8) 7 (6) 19 (16) 
   AP Statistics 54 3 (6) 1 (2) 8 (15) 10 (19) 
   AP A/B Calculus 32 2 (6) 5 (16) 3 (9) 9 (28) 
   AP B/C Calculus 30 0 (-) 2 (7) 3 (10) 2 (6) 
Science      
   Accelerated Biology 162 21 (13) 11 (7) 11(7) 43 (27) 
   Accelerated Chemistry 164 23 (14) 9 (55) 9 (5) 39 (24) 
   AP Biology 47 6 (13) 0 (0) 5 (11) 10 (21) 
   AP Chemistry 21 0 (-) 2 (10) 2 (10) 5 (24) 
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Table 4.2 (cont.)      
   AP Physics 30 0 (-) 3 (10) 2 (6) 3 (10) 
and receive support from other students in the AP courses. Students at both sites could also meet 
with their AP teachers based on teacher availability during the day, before school, or after 
school. Both administrators agreed that there was variance in teacher accessibility, as it was left 
to each individual teacher to determine when they could meet with students.  
There were also financial resources from a federal extended learning grant program 
provided to both schools. At one site, the administrator indicated that the funds were used for an 
after-school program for students who were identified by teachers as needing academic support 
in AP classes. This after-school academic support program was intended to assist students in 
preparing for AP exams. AP teachers received compensation to assist students after school, as 
they deemed necessary. The length of time each teacher spent during the after-school program 
depended on the class type and length. For example, AP psychology was a fall semester course, 
and students often took other courses during the second semester. However, AP examinations are 
in the spring, causing the second semester after-school academic support preparation to be more 
intensive for those students who took AP Psychology to refresh the subject matter.  
Support in Advanced Placement Course Navigation 
 Throughout the study, student participants primarily viewed themselves in a positive 
manner both intellectually and academically. Still, most participants signaled that they needed 
academic support in their Advanced Placement (AP) classes. Two of the girls at Reliance High 
School and 4 of the girls at Phoenix High School indicated that they struggled in their AP classes 
academically. For example, Maya, who was enrolled in AP Statistics, stated that she was 
learning but not at the level she expected: 
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For example, if someone was to ask me what did I do for a semester or how to solve a 
problem from the first semester, it will take me a minute. I feel like I should know this 
deeper, but I feel like the class is just so fast . . . we’ll take something that we’ve learned 
for a semester but then, two weeks later, we’ll take that, twist it, and add something else 
to it, so that when it’s time, and we keep building off of this, so when it’s time to go back 
to step one, I don’t know how to do it because we left off on step 15 . . . And it’s kind of 
like how am I supposed to keep up with that?  
  
Students in the study identified various supports that they utilized to help them in their 
AP courses.  When participants were asked to identify supports they utilized, the responses often 
demonstrated the participants’ heightened self-awareness and high levels of self-advocacy. 
Relationships were a critical support for the girls in the study. Whether the relationships were 
with family members, friends (both inside and outside of the classroom), or teachers, the 
participants used relationships for both academic and emotional support. The emotional support 
included having someone to “just to talk to” and “words of encouragement.” The majority of the 
girls utilized relationships with peers inside or outside of the AP classroom as a first-line form of 
support. One participant described that she sought support from a friend in the class because she 
“understands the pressure” and she “puts it in a way to where I can understand it.”  
Though school administrators indicated that AP teachers were available for students 
before school, during lunch periods, or after school, the responses from the girls were mixed on 
whether they accessed them for academic support. At Reliance High School only one of the 
participants responded favorably about support from AP teachers. Maya described her AP 
Statistics teacher’s support, “My teacher, he’s so amazing. He does online resources, videos, 
online notes. He has study sessions for tests and final exams. So he’s always available, so I 
appreciate that too.” 
The other two participants at that site were enrolled in history courses and expressed that 
they did not get support from the teacher. At Phoenix High School, three of the participants said 
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that they went to their teacher for academic support. They were enrolled in AP Statistics, AP 
Government, AP Spanish, and AP World History. Other participants at that Phoenix High 
expressed various reasons for not listing the teacher as a primary source of support, such as: 
getting support from teachers was not easy, the teacher did not take an initiative to provide 
support, or the teacher was used as a last option for getting that support. For example, Josephine 
implicated that her teacher lacked authenticity in his approach to assist, “…the teacher would 
offer help, but when he notices a student struggling, he doesn’t really take the initiative to say ‘I 
see you’re struggling with this topic, maybe we should work on this.’” 
Assata additionally explained that her needs in AP classes were generally not met, except 
for when she exerted a substantial amount of effort in seeking assistance: 
That’s hard. I feel like generally no, but they are when I go out of my way to seek support 
and everything. I feel like stuff isn’t really handed to me. I always have to try so much 
harder to get it. They’re mad when I seek for it I guess. 
 
For some participants before- and after-school support was not a viable option for many 
factors.  Many of the participants had afterschool curricular activities or jobs that they held, 
making before- and after-school times unfeasible. Other factors that hindered these opportunities 
were teacher unavailability or an unwillingness on the part of teachers to provide that time. 
Assata, a senior at Phoenix High, shared her journey to find support in her AP classes. She was a 
student who looked to teachers for support in the classes when she needed better understanding.  
She admitted that she was not as tenacious to seek support in her freshman year, but that changed 
in her sophomore year due to her academic goals: 
But sophomore year, I kind of broke that and I really wanted to increase my GPA and I 
was like I want to go to college, I want to have a successful future, so this is what I have 
to do to do it. And so I kind of broke that wall of being afraid to talk to my teachers, so I 
talked to my teachers a lot. And, for the most part, it has been beneficial and it helps me, 
and it’s been the best thing that I could ever do for myself. 
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Like many of the girls in the study, Assata knew that she needed academic support, and she 
activated agency by vigorously seeking that support from her teachers. During her junior year, it 
was a history class that caused friction:  
So I was in AP U.S. History junior year and I sat in the back and ____ was there and she 
was like I’m not staying in here, I’m leaving. And I was like I’m going to try to stick it 
out because I like history and my sophomore year teacher told me that I could do AP U.S. 
History. And so, there were a lot of things that I just didn’t understand. And so, instead of 
freaking out and running away from it, I e-mailed the teacher and I would ask to meet 
with him, and he didn’t meet up with me twice, like I waited outside of his room for him 
to come from lunch and he didn’t show up twice. I e-mailed him and he wouldn’t reply. 
He knew that I was really, really stressed. And I was like I have to leave because if he 
can’t be a resource to me, how am I supposed to do well? 
 
Assata experienced a range of emotions with having to drop the course. She felt “defeated” and 
“embarrassed” about having to “give up.” This was after having what she called a “successful” 
sophomore year with improved grades and confidence. She enrolled in AP Statistics during her 
senior year. She described her experiences in an eerily similar manner: 
So the AP Stats teacher . . . couldn’t meet during lunch, and he just really wasn’t 
available. And then, the same situation where I just wasn’t understanding things, and he’s 
the only teacher and I couldn’t go to anybody else. And so, my mom was like okay I 
think you can do AP Stats, but if going to the regular one, because it’s just like a regular 
one that’s not AP but it’s only one semester, if going to the regular one makes you more 
comfortable, then you can do that. 
 
Assata dropped out of AP Statistics due to lack of support from her AP Statistics teacher. 
She went on to enroll in a regular statistics course and encountered severe hostility from the 
teacher about her asking questions. During one encounter when she went without a pass, she was 
met with hostility. After she retrieved a pass and returned, she was again met with great hostility.  
. . . and I was just like I just want to apologize for not asking for a pass; is it okay if I 
come in from lunch because I still have a few questions. And then she put her stuff, she 
slammed it on the desk, and all the freshman are there, and then she screamed, she was 
like “I am so concerned with how many questions you’re asking,” and then she was like 
“you’re stressing yourself out, you’re stressing me out,” and then she said “I worry about 
how you’re going to do in college because your professor will meet with you once and 
you tried to meet with me twice in one day.” It was intense. And she was like “you’re not 
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going to do well in college if you try to be perfect 100% all the time.” She was just 
yelling and shaming me for asking questions, and it was in front of all the freshmen, and 
it was so embarrassing, and I just like shook my head and I just started crying . . . 
  
Even though she was seeking support, it was not granted because asking questions was 
equated with not being able to academically handle an AP course. Similarly, other girls shared 
“closed door” experiences they had when they attempted to assert control in getting support. 
Angela, a student at the same site, was not doing well academically in AP Statistics. She tried to 
speak to her teacher initially but ended up having to speak with her grade-level counselor about 
dropping the course and was told that it was too late to do so. Angela stated that she “was kind of 
just stuck with it.”  
Though the school offered academic support in lunch-time academic groups, some girls 
in this study did not find those especially helpful. Ella identified the problem with the academic 
study group as a more blanket response, rather than one that met specific needs: 
I know for chemistry and for English and for math, they all have support study halls, but 
they never had it for AP World and they knew that . . . And I think the average grade for 
AP World is around a B or a C, and I feel like they could have done something about it 
by giving us more opportunities to have that kind of support. 
 
The conversation about support fostered keen observations from participants that 
connected the lack of support to other issues that affected African American students. These 
observations demonstrated that students were aware race had an impact on their experiences. Ella 
offered her perspective on another student’s experience: 
. . . but I know before my friend was struggling in a math class and she went to her 
counselor, I think she had a D, and she went to her counselor and her counselor told her 
that they weren’t going to move her because they wanted to see more African Americans 
in that class, but she was still struggling. I don’t know if being in an accelerated class 
makes African American girls look like they’re . . . I don’t know how to put this into 
words, but if she’s struggling in an honors class and they want her to stay in there 
struggling, why don’t they just put her into the regular class? 
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Ella’s observation seemed to indicate that there was a tension between keeping African 
American students enrolled in AP courses for data or appearance purposes and giving students 
the help they needed at the level they needed it. Her comments raised concerns about how 
schools respond to matters of equity and race. 
Research Question 2: What insights do African American girls have about 
themselves as academic and social participants in Advanced Placement courses, as 
related to race and gender? 
Gender and Race 
There was an interconnectedness and complex relationship that occurred within the data 
between the entities of race, gender, and Advanced Placement (AP) occupancy. This section of 
the dissertation discusses the findings related to gender and race, beginning with an examination 
of the self-identity of the participants, followed by a review of the data related to gender. Race is 
examined by expectations, inclusion, and participation.  
Self-identity. To begin discovery around this research question, each girl was asked how 
they identified themselves racially. The responses were varied and captured the nuances of race, 
with some participants stating that they were bi- or multi-racial, but they identified as African 
American. Even as they identified as African American, they had all had different experiences 
educationally and socially. Like many adolescents, the girls in this study were in a “dress 
rehearsal” for the type of adult into which they would eventually evolve.  With that identification 
came both an uncertainty and a knowledge about who they were as young African American 
girls. For instance, Assata asserted: 
I’ve always altered myself to be a certain way, to please people, and I’ve gotten so much 
better with realizing a lot of things that I don’t like and a lot of things that I’m not 
interested in, and that’s helped me figure out my interests even more, but I’m still . . . 
Being a young Black girl, you can’t really . . . It’s not necessarily that you can’t be 
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successful if you walk around with a carefree attitude, and a carefree attitude is what I 
want. Eventually I just want to be able to have it, and if I’m happy with myself, that’s 
okay. But in order to get opportunities and get respect and to try to get a great job, you 
have to look a certain way. It’s like in a job interview I’ll probably going to have to 
straighten my hair and stuff like that. So I’m still trying to figure that out, figure out my 
authentic self. So I would say that it’s getting better, but I’m still trying to figure out what 
my authentic self is. I feel like it will probably change when I’m in college but as of right 
now, how I identify now . . . is something that I’m still working on. 
 
Similarly, Maya described her experiences about finding her social identity, but she and 
Ida mentioned fitting in with their African American friends since their being in AP classes as 
the source of tension. Maya described finding her racial identity as follows: 
Coming into high school . . . I didn’t want to not fit in with my Black friends because I’m 
in all these accelerated classes, but I didn’t want to feel like when I’m in these classes I 
have to act like you. So that was something I struggled with a lot freshman year and I feel 
like that’s why I didn’t really like freshman year socially. But then, once I realized I’m 
going to be who I am, and stay true to me, and whoever flocks to me understands that this 
is who I am, then that’s when I started to find social fluidity and understand that I can be 
who I am and that’s fine. 
 
The topic of fitting in racially was raised frequently. While Maya seemed to find 
resolution, Ida shared that she continued to experience a backlash from her African American 
friends because she wasn’t “Black enough for them.” Lena described that she was multi-racial, 
although she identified as African American, and that she decided she wanted her friend base to 
be representative of her racial backgrounds. She admitted she struggled with her racial identity 
initially, but she came to embrace it and did not allow the actions of other to define it for her. 
Lena shared: 
I’ve always had just like a strong Black woman figure and the way my mom has painted 
the world for me has really painted me identity-wise going back to culture, she gave me a 
broader point of view. So . . . the whole idea of gender roles, I recognized them, but I 
never accepted them. And racial stereotypes, I hated those but I was really good at 
recognizing the way the world works, but sometimes I wouldn’t accept it, sometimes I’d 
go against it, or sometimes I just didn’t care. . . . for a moment, I didn’t want to be that as 
far as being Black. I knew I was Black and I didn’t have a problem with it, I just didn’t 
want to be set as that . . . And then, this year, I found my racial identity . . . you don’t 
have to put yourself in this box. 
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Much like these three participants, many of the girls in this dissertation study were at the 
juncture of beginning to understand, define, and embrace their identity. 
Gender. Only two girls in this study felt as though their gender held any influence on 
their academic performance, behavioral performance, or how they were treated by classmates or 
teachers in their AP classes. Most of the participants indicated that there were more girls than 
boys in the classrooms and that this dynamic did not hinder their performance. Ida described how 
she felt supported by the other girls in the classroom:  
I think our class is like half and half. So I think that when it comes to women’s rights 
issues, I don’t feel like I have to prove myself as much because there are other girls who 
will stand up for the same thing I believe in. 
 
Conversely, Josephine shared her experience of how she thought the boys seemed to be paid 
more attention to during discussion. 
I definitely feel like when it comes to discussions in the class, often our teacher likes to 
encourage us to debate with each other over certain topics, but I feel like he definitely 
looks for the boys’ opinions more . . . the teacher definitely does prefer listening to the 
guys in the class talk. 
 
The participants seemed to ascribe a value to how their gender affects them in their AP 
class. The terms (not) “really,” (not) “as much,” and “doesn’t necessarily” showed up in the 
interview when asked if gender affected performance, which indicated to me as researcher this 
was something they had not fully considered previously. The value that participants attributed to 
gender seemed to weigh less than the effect that race had on them in class. An example could be 
shown in Maya’s response:  
I don’t think that really affects it (gender) as much as my race does, but I do think it’s 
kind of a stigma of “I should do better in this class because I’m a man than you are as a 
young woman.” But I don’t think it has as big of a toll as it does with race.  
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Though many of the participants did not feel their gender had a role in their academic and 
social performance in the AP courses, their responses when the topic of race was raised almost 
always captured the essence of being Black or African American and female. This captures a 
subconscious recognition that these identities are intertwined.  
Race. The topic of race prevailed in this study. I disaggregated this data using the 
following sub-categories: race and expectancy, race and inclusion, race and participation.   
As race was the topic of this dissertation study, some of the student participants shared 
that they had encountered incidents of overt racism and micro-aggressions in their AP classes. 
Their stories provided a lens into how these incidents contributed to the fears and heightened 
perceptions participants had about themselves. The incidents were not always directed toward 
the participants. Fannie described how she felt after a racial incident directed at another person of 
color in the AP class: 
. . . so the classroom is White . . . there was this comment that this White student said, 
and it wasn’t towards African Americans or Blacks, but it was like towards another 
minority race and it was not comfortable because it was just so racist what he said, and he 
was making a joke out of it, and some of the kids by me were laughing at it, but it was 
not comfortable at all . . . The teacher didn’t hear it because he was talking to another 
student and it was when we had independent time, so kids were just talking right over 
him. So once that comment was just out, this other girl, she’s not African American but 
she’s of the minority race that he was talking about, she tried to stand up for it and him 
and his friends ganged up on her in saying that it wasn’t bad or whatever . . . 
 
Other students had stories in which the teacher was the racial offender. Septima shared 
her experience on the topic of hair: 
It was one unit we were talking about. It was our poetry unit, and in the unit, the poem 
was talking about how the lady had dark coarse hair. And there’s two Black people in the 
class. ______’s hair is not as coarse as mine and then he looked at her. And then, he 
looked at me and he’s like, like her hair. And I’m like “really?” I didn’t know how to 
respond because I was just so shocked that my White teacher pointed to his Black student 
and was like, “oh, like her hair” . . . 
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The stories demonstrated the embodiment of racist overtures that African American girls 
in this study had to deal with in the classroom.  
Race and expectancy. Student participants provided several examples of how they 
believed their race impacted what others expected from them and what they expected from 
themselves as African American girls. Participant responses about external expectancy from 
White peers and teachers was often coupled with the words “prove” and “stereotype.” Student 
participants shared many examples of how they felt others thought about them in an intellectual 
light. Maya provided the following example:  
My teammates are just kind of like, some of them are like “well why don’t you get it, I 
get it, so why don’t you understand it?” I’m just like “what do you mean why don’t I 
understand it? Just like you don’t understand certain things that I understand. It’s just I 
don’t get it” . . . 
 
This example is demonstrative of the undercurrent of the academic judgement 
participants provided examples of in the study. Most of the examples that the participants 
provide are implicitly stated.  
Assata explained what she thought her peers’ and teachers’ perceptions were concerning 
her ability to contribute to the academic work:  
 . . . they’re going to be like “this Black chick is just going to leech off of us and she’s 
just going to put her name on our work.” . . . I just have to watch everything I do and I 
always feel like I have to prove to the teacher that I’m serious . . . I just feel like I have to 
be on my game all the time and even if the White kids can goof off and cheat on tests, I 
feel like I just always have to be twice as good to even be worthy. 
 
To Assata, this scenario was real, even though it did not actually occur. As an African American 
girl, her comment reveals that she placed herself in an inferior academic position in comparison 
to her White peers. There were several examples of this throughout the study. Maya similarly 
expressed: 
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I do think my classmates kind of look to see “how smart are you,” “how well will you do 
in this class,” especially for the people who I’ve never had classes with and don’t know 
me. Because there are some juniors in that class . . . so they’re looking like “okay, how 
are you going to do,” “how smart are you, how competitive are you?” 
 
For some participants, this competitive viewpoint created strong feelings of inadequacy that 
made them want to leave the class or created strong feelings of bitterness toward their classmates 
and the AP class, like Fannie stated, “. . . to be honest. I just don’t care enough about the class.”  
Another situation where a participant felt she had to suppress her authenticity was 
provided in Ella’s example: 
I feel like I need to be more reserved and more quiet because they already kind of expect 
me to be loud by what they say sometimes. It’s kind of like . . . I don’t know how to put 
this into words but it’s kind of like saying I’m not really Black but I’m Black. It’s more 
like they’re trying to say I’m White but I’m Black. So they’re kind of in a way degrading 
me because they expect Black people or Black females to be louder and be more 
aggressive, but it’s not always that, it’s just stereotypes. 
 
The girls in this study also referred to weight and “pressure” they felt as supposed 
representatives of their race in these AP classes. Several references were made to them being the 
“only Black girl” or one a few African American girls in the class. This resulted in them feeling 
expected to be, and sometimes being referred to, the spokespersons for all African American 
people.  
Race and inclusion. In addition to the expectations set by themselves and others, the 
subtheme of inclusion and race also emerged from the data. The responses about feeling included 
fell on a spectrum from feeling included to feeling completely excluded. Examples of classroom 
inclusion were being spoken to, joining groups, and being asked to participate. 
Some of the girls in study felt as if they were included by other students and the teachers 
in the AP classes. Many of the girls who felt this way indicated that they had a small group with 
whom to complete projects. Angela discussed her feelings on being part of classroom groups: “In 
 80 
 
my AP Stats class I have three other girls that I converse with. So if we have a group project, I 
feel included that we would all work on it together.” Assata shared that she felt included because 
her teacher was unafraid of tackling critical, complex issues, like slavery: 
I feel like my AP Gov class is a rare case because I really like my teacher and I had him 
for history last year and he wasn’t really shy with talking about slavery, and he didn’t try 
to hide things, especially he’s an old White male . . . 
 
The topic of exclusion emerged from participants enrolled in history courses. Both 
students at Reliance High School and three of the five students enrolled in social science courses 
at Phoenix High School expressed that they did not feel included in their AP classes.  Through 
the conversations with the participants, it became evident that the history courses were not 
representative of diverse perspectives, and that when a topic did arise which included African 
American history, the weight of the lesson was often placed on the student. Ella pointed out that 
she felt as if her experiences and offerings to the class were not necessarily understood by others. 
. . . like AP World History, I feel like Black people were under-represented because I 
know that I was one of two Black people starting in first semester and now I’m the only 
one. And it’s kind of difficult because I feel like since I’m Black I can relate to more 
things and I can understand more things but it’s kind of hard having a class full of people 
that don’t really understand where I’m coming from. 
 
Ella offered her insights into her history class: 
  
So I think one time I was talking, we were bringing up world history, and I was talking 
about the civil rights movement since we were talking about . . . politics, and I heard a 
comment from somebody saying she’s bringing up stuff from her history or something 
like that . . . It was pretty degrading . . . It was my history I’m bringing up because I’m 
Black, not because it’s important and it’s relevant. 
 
Anna Julia described her experiences with having to be the class expert on topics that involved 
African American history: 
I feel as though being the only Black person in that class is very, very scary because it’s 
like every time you bring up a topic about slavery or segregation, the entire class looks to 
you and it just makes you feel very uncomfortable. 
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Feelings of shouldering the burden of being African American also permeated through 
assignments. Ida explained: 
We had to do this project this semester, my job was African American history. I was just 
constantly trying to do the best project that I could do and portray Black people as being 
good enough. And I felt like I had to do extra work that probably wasn’t necessary for 
other kids . . . I felt like I really had to argue that these people are positive figures and 
that they have positive aspects on American history and stuff. 
 
History classes drew the most angst among participants. While two girls stated that they 
felt embraced and welcomed in the class, a larger number of girls felt that they had at some point 
been excluded from the courses. Adding to the lack of African American girls in the AP 
classroom, history courses were mired in Whiteness, leaving some participants feeling 
underrepresented.  
Self-exclusion. The data from the participant interviews exhibited that about half of the 
girls excluded themselves from class participation. They would listen in class but not ask any 
questions or participate in group work. Some of this lack of contribution was attributed to not 
understanding the material. Instead, some of the girls used supplemental materials to assist them. 
Ella was one of those students used online supports to accommodate their learning inquiries: 
In this class, I didn’t really say much. I think I just tried to figure it out on my own. And I 
just used my resources online trying to see what other people thought about the problems 
I was going through, like if they were dealing with problems with essays and stuff.  
 
Others signaled that they created barriers as forms of protection. Angela described this 
phenomenon of self-exclusion as a type of barrier: 
In both classes I’m the only Black girl, the only Black person in the class. Sometimes it’s 
like a wall that you don’t receive some of the information and I kind of block myself off . 
. . So that could be a barrier because sometimes you have to do group work and you can’t 
necessarily ask the person next to you about the work if you don’t necessarily feel 
comfortable talking to them. 
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The wall that Angela described was also articulated in various ways by many other 
participants. Ida shut out others by refusing to enter her name with a group: 
We have a final project and we had to pick a topic and write our name on the board. I 
honestly didn’t write my name. I just sat there and then my teacher is like any questions? 
I was like, I don’t have a group. He’s like, what group do you want to be in? I don’t care, 
just put me somewhere . . . With our final project, I’m in a group but I feel like they don’t 
want me there. There are two groups, like half the class and half the class. And I feel like 
the group I’m in, they don’t really want me in their group. When our teacher would be 
like pair up, I never had a partner. 
 
These walls of protection buffered the girls from getting hurt emotionally by their 
classmates in this study. There was a great deal of fear of judgment from their White peer 
groups. Josephine illustrated how fear of getting the answer wrong as her reason kept her from 
participating.  
 . . . because when it does come to needing assistance with things, a lot of the time I just 
choose not to go in about it like in fear of what the teacher has to say because I feel like . 
. .  I’m constantly afraid that what I say will be wrong or that it just won’t be what the 
teacher wants to hear, so I usually just stay quiet and hope that I can just learn from what 
everyone else is saying. 
 
Fannie’s response aided in better understanding Josephine’s when she spoke about the 
underdevelopment of academic knowledge on certain topics: 
There are opportunities to talk or whatever but some of the stuff that they talk about in 
those classes I’m just like “how do people just know this?” It’s more like things that, I’m 
not going to say like more like White people know, but it’s like when you are African 
American, you just don’t know random stuff like that. 
 
Within this study, seven out of ten participants expressed that they also had difficulty 
understanding the material presented. This difficulty understanding the material contributed to 
participation habits of the students in their AP classes. The reasons for demonstrations of self-
invisibility were plentiful, but the majority centered around acceptance, belonging, and feeling 
intellectually inferior. Ida’s statement illuminated the central idea that many of the girls stated 
 83 
 
implicitly, “I feel like they don’t care. That’s their class, so I’m just welcome to sit in sometimes 
. . .” 
Some of the girls stated sentiments that alluded to them feeling like outsiders at times in 
their AP classes. This contributed to the number of participants muting themselves academically 
and socially in AP classes.  
Race and participation. When asked to describe themselves as participants in AP classes, 
there was a two-pronged response from the girls. Half described themselves as actively engaged 
learners in AP classes, asking and responding to questions and engaging with other learners. Two 
of the students were from Reliance High and 3 were from Phoenix High. These participants also 
had some commonalities. Four of the five girls indicated that they had previously taken an 
honors-level or accelerated course. All of the girls indicated that they had developed a positive 
relationship with the AP teacher. For four of the girls, this was their first AP course. Three of the 
participants indicated that they entered the course with a positive frame of reference concerning 
the challenge of the course for them and the expectation that they would do well. 
Other girls stated that they did not participate in AP classes. The characteristics of the 
participants who stated this included four from Phoenix High School and one from Reliance 
High School. Three of the girls had been in accelerated courses before. Only one student 
indicated that she not been in accelerated classes before. One student indicated that she had a 
positive relationship with the AP teacher. 
With regard to AP testing, six of the students responded that that they had taken the AP 
exam. All six of these participants stated that their classroom teacher said that they should take 
the exam. Septima stated her teacher was encouraging about taking the test, even though she did 
not have the confidence initially: 
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Yes, my teacher definitely pushed me to take it. He could just tell on my face when we 
did the practice test, I was never confident in the work. And then I told him if I get my 
practice back and it’s anything lower than a 3, I won’t be taking the AP test because I feel 
like it would be a waste of time. And I got my practice test back and it was a 2. And he 
was like “I really honestly think that you can do a lot better than this, I believe you have 
the ability to get a 3, and I don’t want you to not take the test because you feel like you 
can’t get a 3”. And so, I went in there on a Wednesday morning and I took that test. 
 
Ella stated that she felt inspired to take the test because of her AP teacher’s comments: 
 
He basically said anyone who’s taking this class should be taking the AP exam. Because 
at that point I was like I’m not going to take this exam because I know I’m not going to 
pass it but he kind of made me optimistic. 
 
For those students who stated that they did not participate in AP testing, the data showed 
that only one said she was not encouraged by the teacher. One student did not participate because 
of an illness, but the other three participants stated that they did not participate because they did 
not feel like they were prepared academically and would not do well.  
 Success and aspirations. What surfaced from the interviews in relation to success was 
that there seemed to be a set of academic and social learning skills that the girls had acquired 
during their time in AP classes that they did not have before entering AP courses. For example, 
Maya stated: 
I feel like I’ve gained a lot, not necessarily all academically, but I’ve gained a lot socially 
about how to handle myself in environments where I don’t necessarily feel 100% 
comfortable all the time. I actually have gained a lot of knowledge that I didn’t really 
know about and not necessarily even if it was specifically statistics, but just regarding 
online resources, how to study better, how to use resources that the teacher provides for 
me, how to follow a syllabus constantly. So, I feel like I’ve learned so much and I feel 
like I’ve grown as a student. So, to me, that’s what I would define as successful in this 
class at this moment.  
 
Ella also alluded to a deeper knowledge of basic academic skills: 
 
I think now I am because I am learning more about how to succeed in those classes 
because, at the beginning of the school year, I didn’t know that on the rubric it’s basically 
telling you what you need to do to get a 7. 
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The participants in this study provided critical refection throughout the study. Related to support, 
one participant, Anna Julia, provided valuable insight into how to get more African American 
girls in the study: 
I just think that if we show more African American students that . . . Because I feel like 
most of the students don’t feel prepared enough to try AP classes or feel like they will 
have the support even though I feel like I’ve been supported well. I think we need to 
show other students that there are students who found support systems and have thrived 
in AP classes so that we can get more students into AP classes so that they are not the 
only voice for an entire race. 
 
Participants were asked to detail what they intended to do after high school. All of the 
students wanted to attend college. Many of the girls indicated that they wanted to go into 
professions where they could provide service to others.   
Research Question 3: What are the practices of administrators in the development, 
enrollment, and improvement of Advanced Placement courses? 
This study also examined the practices of the administrators of the two high schools in the 
development, enrollment, and improvement of Advanced Placement (AP) programs. Before 
delving into the practices, it is important to illustrate from the researcher’s perspective, using 
field notes, the differences between the two high school administrators’ leadership styles and 
environments. At Reliance High School, from the initial date of contact, the administrator was 
very involved and seemed eager to learn about the study. The administrator was personally 
involved with every aspect of the study. When I conducted lunch-time information sessions, the 
administrator personally greeted each student by name into the session, provided pizza and water 
for the participants, and readily provided documents deemed useful to this study. The 
administrator for that site also expressed a great interest in the study results. At Phoenix High 
School, the administrator was initially responsive regarding the selection of the participants but, 
shortly before the information sessions, introduced me to an African American female counselor 
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to assist in the execution of the study. The counselor had been told very little about the study and 
had a limited understanding of what was to occur. I informed her about the study and what was 
needed, and she graciously assisted me, in spite of her being pulled in multiple directions for her 
primary duties. The descriptions of the administrator interactions were added because they add 
value to how the administrators assisted with a study involving African American girls in AP 
courses and how the African American girls and women involved with this study were treated by 
them. 
Program and Staff Development 
 One of the roles of administrators is to ensure that the teaching force that instructs 
students daily is responsive to and reflective of the entire student population. The selection and 
development of AP teachers is a critical component in ensuring that responsiveness and 
reflection. The selection and assignment process for teaching AP courses in the observed district 
began with an individual teaching request form that allows instructors to select the courses they 
would like to teach. There was a specific question on the form that asked if the teacher was 
interested in teaching an AP course regardless of training. This provided each teacher voice in 
the course selection process.  Administrators and curriculum chairs for each department worked 
together in the assignment process to ensure that course teaching loads were balanced and 
provided room for allowing new requests to teach AP courses to be accommodated. Teachers 
who were assigned AP course loads were required by the district to attend College Board AP 
trainings, but there was also an effort identified by the administrator at Phoenix High School to 
increase student enrollment in AP by sending teachers who were instructing accelerated courses 
that lead up to AP enrollment to those required trainings. It was the hope of the principal that 
teachers who taught accelerated courses would attend the College Board trainings and become 
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interested in teaching AP courses which would, in return, potentially expand course opportunities 
for students. 
 To assist with providing professional development opportunities for AP teachers, both 
administrators reported they had access to multiple economic streams that were specifically 
earmarked for AP. A federal AP Grant provided financial resources for after-school support and 
for AP professional development opportunities. The goals of this grant were to target and support 
underrepresented AP students. Funding from the grant was also used for summer AP “boot 
camps” targeted toward underrepresented students. During the summer camps, academic 
concepts from the previous semester were reinforced and students were prepared for transition 
into the next AP sequence; this included getting assistance with any summer assignments for 
those courses. Summer camps were open to any student in AP who wished to access them.  In 
addition, extended learning funds were also used to benefit after-school support for students in 
AP classes. 
 AP course offerings in the district were generally offered to students at the junior and 
senior level. New to the district during the 2015-2016 school year was the AP World History 
offering to sophomores. Both administrators indicated that this was a popular course offering. 
During that same year, at one high school, a new AP computer science course was also 
introduced that allowed freshman-level students to enroll if they met the prerequisite of passing 
Algebra I in middle school.  
 Racial and gender demographics. The racial composition of the teachers instructing AP 
courses within the district was majority White. Reliance High School was the only school with 
an African American AP teacher. This teacher instructed a history class. The administrator of 
Phoenix High School admitted that there were only a total of three certified teachers who were 
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African American in the entire building and none of them were AP teachers. Reliance High 
school had seven certified African American teachers. 
 Related to gender, both administrators saw a more balanced teaching force in their 
building. The Reliance High School administrator noted that the social sciences positions were 
more male-dominated positions. Conversely, he noted a sizable number of women teaching the 
science and math courses. District data from 2016 underscored the administrator’s notation, 
showing the district’s female teaching composition to be 72% of the total teaching population. 
 Both administrators believed that the applicant pool was a limited resource for finding 
diverse candidates or finding qualified, interested candidates. The administrator of Phoenix High 
School felt that universally people were not going into the science fields at the postsecondary 
level. Still, the district utilized recruitment teams and used a regional applicant database to 
expand the field of potential applicants.  The Reliance High School administrator admitted that 
this was an area of growth and rhetorically asked, “How do I make a diverse pool? I don’t know. 
These are the tools at my disposal.” 
 For the staff already employed in the building, both administrators noted that selecting 
staff to teach AP courses became complicated at times. Factors such as teaching experience and 
classroom management contributed to the complexity of staffing decision making. There was 
also a teacher competency factor that arose from the discussion. The administrator at Phoenix 
High School candidly discussed how the ineffectiveness of a teacher impacted students. The 
administrator resigned to the fact that at times it was easier to wait out the teacher, especially if 
the teacher was close to retirement: 
Sometimes as a leader you also say things like “OK, this guy is going to retire this year. 
He’s not the best, but what’s my pool?” I really can’t put a first- or second-year teacher in 
an AP course unless they’re really outstanding. First- and second-year teachers struggle 
with some things. 
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 Both administrators discussed the importance of the teacher-student relationship, which is 
heavily influenced by having the right person as the instructor. This seemed to be a current area 
of concern for the Phoenix High School administrator, who stated that he and his administrative 
team had informal conversations with students to discuss what they needed from AP teachers. 
The dialogue from the conversation was then shared with AP teachers. The administrator told 
them that the relationship with the teacher as a support far outweighed “supports like study hall.”  
The administrator shared that, academically, students wanted to receive feedback and understand 
the expectations upfront.  While it is unclear how this communication was received by the 
teachers and whether subsequent conversations with students were held, the conversation served 
as an acknowledgment of a gap in relationships between students and teachers in AP.  
Program Promotion, Marketing, and Revisions 
 
Administrators in this study indicated a two-strand marketing and promotion of the AP 
program. In wide-net promotions of the AP program, solicitation for enrollment went to 
everyone. More targeted approaches were used to specifically meet the goal of a district equity 
committee to increase African American enrollment in more rigorous coursework. Wide-net 
strategies included counselor-student meetings, future freshman night, and academic preview 
fairs. More targeted approaches toward increasing the enrollment of African American students 
rested with teachers and counselors extending encouragement to enroll. extensions of 
encouragement were generally given to students in accelerated or Advancement Via Individual 
Determination (AVID) classes. AVID is a national program that works to close the achievement 
gap by providing students in the “academic middle” with exposure to rigorous curricula with 
academic supports (AVID Center, 2017). Students in the AVID program in the district 
concurrently enrolled in honors-level and AP courses. The Phoenix High School administrator 
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admitted that the accelerated class pathway of enrollment into AP enrollment did present 
challenges. Both administrators admitted that there were differences in the academic rigor within 
AP classes and between AP and accelerated options.  There was an over-enrollment of students 
in the accelerated courses in general. The Phoenix principal  stated, “There is a ‘thing’ in our 
district. Starting at middle level parents quickly learn that that the best-behaved classes are the 
accelerated classes. So it’s not really about what a kid can do.” 
The over-enrollment in the sophomore level course and accelerated classes also prompted 
teachers at Phoenix High School to provide an overview of the AP course experience to a wider 
student audience of freshman and sophomores. Before they provided the talk to the larger 
audience, the teachers recognized that they had African American students from their classes 
who would attend the meeting.  Those AP teachers held a separate meeting, per the 
administrator, with only the African American students and shared the following sentiments: 
Ok, we are going to have this meeting. And it’s going to sound like we are going to scare 
everybody off because there are kids enrolled or who want to take this class who should 
not be in this class. But that does not mean you. So when you come to this meeting, we 
do not mean you. We want you to stay in this classroom.   
 
 This talk was meant to quell any fears that the conversation was about the student’s 
academic skills. However, data from the girls involved in this study, as mentioned previously, 
refuted that the conversation calmed their fears. 
 This over-enrollment at the sophomore level also presented opportunities for the Phoenix 
High School administrators to begin having conversations about upcoming curriculum adoption. 
They discussed whether to keep accelerated course options and how to make them more 
rigorous, pre-AP courses should they decide to keep them. This conversation was due to the 
administrator noticing that the accelerated courses were shifted into regular academic-type 
learning, and the regular academic courses had shifted to more remedial coursework. In an 
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interview with the administrator of Reliance High School, he acquiesced that there were 
differences in the coursework depending on the class: 
You look at how it is . . . Kids get older all the time, and they’re more mature when they 
are taking the AP classes. I don’t know. Maybe the computer science classes and that AP 
World class are a little bit different. I have a feel for those and they are different. Like if 
you walk into a Calc B/C class or an AP Lit/Comp Class or an A/B class, you’re going to 
see kids in group, they are independently motivated, the teacher is not worried so much 
about other things going on in that class. And as a result, the classes automatically feel 
different. You get the feeling, in some cases, that these classes and lessons can go on 
productively without the teacher, which isn’t always the case in every other class you 
have. 
 
 Conversations with the administrators on the course offerings suggested that policies and 
procedures on equity and access within the district may have varied and could have been 
interpreted differently by counselors, teachers, and administrators. 
Program Improvement 
 
The administrators at Reliance and Phoenix High Schools both used data to inform 
decisions made about AP programming. Both administrators stated that they viewed cohort data, 
which included enrollment patterns in AP courses versus accelerated classes, AP test-taking data, 
and course enrollment disparities. At Phoenix High School, the administrator provided the 
example that viewing the cohort data allowed him to find students who were in the same AP 
course and possibly move them to the same section with other minority students so they didn’t 
feel “stranded on the island.”  They audited the enrollment patterns in accelerated courses, which 
had over-enrollment, and in AP courses at the building level. The administrator said that he used 
that information to have conversations with teachers about shifting the accelerated courses to be 
more rigorous pre-AP courses.  
There is also an honors support taskforce that monitors the data of the African American 
students in AP and honors-level classes. Any student who has a grade in such a class of “C” or 
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lower has a meeting at the midterm with counselors. The administrator at Phoenix High School 
acknowledges that these meetings are reactionary in nature and stated that the structure will 
change to include lunch-time meetings to discuss stressors to AP classes. 
When asked about STEM AP enrollment disparities, both principals indicated that they 
had more African American students enrolled in humanities courses than STEM courses. Further 
inquiry on how they have addressed the under-enrollment of African American students in 
STEM courses resulted in an admission by the Phoenix High School administrator that they 
“haven’t really looked at that.”  
The administrator at Phoenix High School offered the information that during the 2016-
17 academic year, the school district became part of a state-wide initiative with an outside 
agency called Equal Opportunity Schools (EOS), whose goal is to decrease the racial enrollment 
gap and socio-economic gap in AP classes in high school across the United States. The 
administrator described the EOS process as follows: 
What they did . . . was they had a survey, this company does. So we gave the survey to 
students, every student took it. And we gave the survey to teachers. Every teacher took it. 
What it finally gave us was it gave us was a ton of data on students who really have a 
growth mindset . . . And then you had teachers who were given an opportunity to identify 
kids who they think should be enrolled in our most rigorous courses. We had a whole 
pool of data all of a sudden. We now have 60 kids signed up next year who wouldn’t 
maybe have signed up, that’s the junior and senior level. We obviously have a ton of 
sophomores who would be first-time AP students. 
 
The projected 60 students were non-Asian, non-White junior- and senior-level students.  
Through the conversations with school principals, I was able to infer that the 
administrators had several different monitoring documents to gauge equity in relation to grades, 
racial equity, and enrollment counts, and there was some discontinuity in bringing all of those 
pieces together for a more coherent outlook on the delivery and outcomes of AP programming in 
its entirety. In the next chapter I summarize the overall finding of this dissertation. 
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CHAPTER 5: RESEARCH DISCUSSION 
The purpose of this dissertation was to examine the phenomenon of invisibility related to 
African American girls who are in AP classes. This chapter provides a summary of the overall 
findings in this dissertation study. I provide theoretical implications and future research, policy, 
and practice implications and recommendations. I conclude this section with a summary of the 
overall dissertation. 
Research Question 1: What are the access and enrollment processes for African 
American girls in Advanced Placement high school courses? 
Advanced Placement Pathways 
The district observed in this study was racially and socio-economically diverse, with 
about half of the students eligible to receive free or reduced-price lunch and about about 60%. 
classified as racial minority, which primarily represented Black and Hispanic students. During 
the time of this study, 19% of the student enrollment participated in Advanced Placement (AP) 
programming. Similar to national AP participation data (The College Board, 2014), African 
American students and Hispanic students were disproportionately represented in AP programs. 
African American and Hispanic students in the observed district made up 9% and 4%, 
respectively, of the total participating AP students and less than 2% and 1%, respectively, in the 
total overall district population. In AP programming, White and Asian students combined 
comprised 82% of the enrolled AP population.  This disparity in enrollment was the case even 
though the district had a self-selection enrollment process for AP enrollment, similar to the 
findings of Corra et al. (2011).  
For African American girls in this dissertation study, there were major and minor 
instruments of support they utilized to become enrolled in AP programming. Recommendations 
or encouragement from teachers or counselors and previous coursework in honors, accelerated, 
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or AP classes were the two primary factors that aided the participants in deciding to enroll. With 
regard to recommendations, teacher and counselor recommendations were a factor in AP 
enrollment with nine of the ten participants. Teachers and counselors were the primary 
recommenders of AP enrollment for the girls in this study and, similar to Martinez and Welton’s 
(2014) findings, were a pivotal part of the decisions for the students to become enrolled. One 
reason may have been the relationships the participants had with these teachers or counselors. 
Generally, the girls in the study stated they had positive relationships with either the teachers or 
sometimes the counselors who made the recommendations, and that the relationships continued 
to be ongoing. Because of the ongoing closeness of the relationships, this form of support could 
be categorized as mentoring, which has been proven beneficial for minority students in AP 
classes (Klopfenstein, 2004). This finding also demonstrates that teachers and counselors can 
serve as an important source of agency in assisting African American girls through AP courses 
and further developing their academic capital (Martinez & Welton). 
Coinciding with previous research, teachers and counselors also acted as gatekeepers, or 
barriers in AP enrollment (Martinez & Welton, 2014; Mikelson & Heath, 1999; Tyson, 2011) by 
sometimes dissuading African American girls from selecting AP programs. Though it is 
unknown why the discouragement occurred in this study, it is of interest that several instances of 
opposition in the recommendation process were coupled with and in contrast to other teacher or 
counselor recommendations. The individual and pre-registration processes invited bias to enter 
the decision-making process. Both student participants and administrators in this study noted the 
intimidating nature of the pre-registration presentations. Singling out African American students 
before the pre-registration session only served to heighten fear of enrolling in AP courses. The 
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meetings with counselors and teachers often served as mechanisms of power that may have aided 
in dissuading interested students from AP enrollment. 
Secondary supports, such as online and print course catalogs were sometimes utilized by 
the participants to assist with AP course selection. However, although academic preview nights 
were available, there were no participants who mentioned accessing this support. While the 
factors to why participation in academic preview nights may not have happened are unknown, 
timing of the event and transportation issues may have impacted the participation in this event. 
Advanced Placement Purpose 
The student participants in this study indicated multiple reasons for enrolling in 
Advanced Placement (AP) including the dichotomy in the option of courses available to students. 
Students interested in humanities courses only had AP level courses as rigorous course options. 
Students who selected to take the AP classes responded negatively to the option of enrolling in a 
regular academic class. That fact that the African American girls in this study were also able to 
decipher AP as an academically and behaviorally tracked program was an indication of the 
structural deficiencies in the schools, such as tracking (Oakes, 1985, 2000) that may also hinder 
participation efforts of students who would otherwise be in AP courses.  
Advanced Placement Course Types 
This study also found disparities in the enrollment of African American girls in advanced 
STEM courses. Except for computer science and engineering, the national data narrative shows 
that female student achievement in math and science is on par with male peers, and female math 
and science participation rates, in higher level courses are similar to those of male students (The 
National Girls Collaborative, 2016). However, there remain gaps in the performance of African 
American and Hispanic students and low-income students as compared to White and Asian 
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students and higher income students on standardized testing (National Science Foundation 
(NSF), 2016), as well as the number of African American (15%) and Hispanic (17%) students 
enrolled in advanced science courses and the number of African American (30%) and Hispanic 
(28%) students enrolled in high level math courses compared to Asian students (64%) (The 
National Girls Collaborative, 2016). These trends in the disparities that exist for African 
American women continue into post-secondary education and in the workforce (NSF, National 
Center for Science and Engineering, 2017). Many of the participants in the study had determined 
potential career paths, with three of them selecting careers in math and science. All three of those 
individuals were enrolled in History Advanced Placement (AP) courses. Two of those 
participants were seniors and did not have any other AP course experience. This misalignment 
between career choice and academic pathway might have been prevented if the student was 
provided encouragement to enroll in STEM-related AP courses.  
In addition, the 2017-2018 projection data from Phoenix High School emphasizes the 
enrollment inequalities in STEM and non-STEM AP courses. African American representation 
in English, math and science accelerated courses was higher than in AP courses. Next, African 
American student presence was higher in English and social studies AP courses than those in 
math and science. The higher-level AP courses showed a noticeable absence of African 
American students. This data was mirrored for Hispanic and Multi-racial students.  The total 
African American population enrolled in AP English courses was 13% and in AP social science 
courses was 15%. That number decreases steeply with AP science enrollments (6%) and AP 
math enrollments (4%).  If the data were disaggregated further, African American girls would 
have even lower representation in those classrooms. 
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In summary, the access and enrollment pathways for African American girls in this study 
were varied. Previous advanced or honors-level coursework, teacher recommendations, and 
supplementary supports such as course option guides aided in the enrollment of African 
American girls in AP courses. Many participants utilized the recommendations they received as a 
form of validation that they belonged in an AP class, or that they had the academic competency 
to do the work in AP classes.  Potential obscurity in the pathway to AP access was created by 
overlooking some students in the recommendation process. Administrator projections of district 
data for the 2017-2018 school year demonstrate that the reliance on teachers or counselors as the 
primary sources of encouragement for students to select enrollment in AP courses created a 
barrier for access, especially for African American students.  
In addition, the STEM courses within this district presented major barriers for access and 
enrollment for minority populations, including African American girls. Lack of access, failure to 
encourage the student participants who were interested in post-secondary STEM pathways, and 
the increasing disappearance of African American students in advanced AP-level classes stymied 
the possibility of academic access, inclusion, and advancement in AP STEM courses for the 
participants in this study. 
Research Question 1a. Within Advanced Placement classrooms, what are the 
support systems that African American girls utilize for academic and 
social/emotional support? 
Advanced Placement Support 
The supports identified by administrators that were offered to students in Advanced 
Placement (AP) programming were lunch study programs, teacher meetings at the availability of 
the instructor, and after school academic support for exam preparation. All the supports 
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mentioned by administrators were associated with academic support. While the girls in the study 
stated they needed the academic support, the supports offered to them did not always meet their 
needs. There were several reasons for this. Part of this need was due to the level of academic 
knowledge the participants had when they entered the program. This study did not uncover the 
socio-economic background of the participants; however, some studies provide evidence that 
socio-economic level does contribute to greater amounts of needed academic assistance for 
African American students in AP classrooms (Klopfenstein, 2004). Students with lower income 
levels have historically attended schools with the least-well trained staff members (Capper & 
Young, 2014). The school district in this study has an overall low income population of 54%, 
and this percentage is mirrored in each high school. Since students within these high schools may 
have had previous schooling in low-income schools, both within and outside the district, it is 
possible that some of the participants may have been exposed to substandard instruction by 
unqualified teachers which may have had an impact on the underdeveloped skills of the 
participants observed in this study. 
AP teachers were available for students to meet and consult, but there were also multiple 
barriers to access. First, teacher availability and student availability seldom aligned. Many were 
involved in extra-curricular activities before and after school or held afterschool jobs. Next, 
when some students did seek assistance, they were sometimes met with resistance. As noted by 
Campbell (2012), assumptions have been made by multiple teachers that students asking 
repeated questions in class indicated that they were not ready for AP courses. Not feeling 
supported and accepted, the girls who encountered such barriers either dropped out of the AP 
course or sought to drop it. Additionally, requesting teacher support was “not easy” for some of 
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the student participants in this study. Reasons included a lack of teacher initiation in offering 
support and  the teacher outreach being perceived as inauthentic. 
An attempt to be responsive to the academic needs of students was made by both schools 
in offering and providing tutors for support during lunch in the areas of math, English, and 
chemistry. Still, the girls who attempted to access these supports found them to be too general for 
the AP class in which they were enrolled. 
A closer examination of data revealed that the greatest discontent with teacher support 
came from the students who were enrolled in History courses. The administrators confirmed that 
these courses had the larger concentrations of White male instructors, and often focused on a 
curriculum that participants stated lacked cultural representations of African American figures in 
the lessons. In this study, history courses presented multiple layers of barriers, including lack of 
teacher diversity, of teacher support, and over-enrollments that served to push African American 
girls to the margins.  
Lastly, there was an epiphanic moment when a student participant drew a connection to 
an incident involving another student who wanted to drop a course and was not allowed to do so. 
The student participant provided this incident as another example of how the enrollment numbers 
of African American students ketp at a certain level. Therefore, the placement and retention of 
students in the AP program to satisfy the consent decree requirement of increasing enrollment 
numbers of African American students, is an example of a transactional response to a deeply-
rooted, complex problem. 
In summary, African American girls in this study had access to the available supports of 
lunch study groups, meetings with teachers, and after-school AP exam support. Many of the girls 
in the study indicated that they needed academic support but encountered both actual and 
 100 
 
perceived resistance from teachers in the forms of teacher availability, teacher perception of their 
intelligence, and culturally irrelevant curriculum. 
Research Question 2: What insights do African American girls have about 
themselves as academic and social participants in Advanced Placement courses, as 
related to race and gender? 
Race, Gender, and Advanced Placement 
 This study sought to better understand how African American girls in Advanced 
Placement (AP) classrooms were intersectionally invisible. To this end, girls were asked 
questions that required them to think intently on their own race and how it impacts various 
aspects within the AP class. The participant responses about their own racial identification 
captured the vast nuances of race, demonstrating that even though the term African American is 
used to categorize them within the educational domain, they have individuality in their 
experiences (Collins, 2008; Crenshaw, 1989; Wing, 2003) and their perspectives. Not all the 
African American girls hailed from the same family background, nor did they all have the same 
educational experiences leading up to and including entering their AP classes. When I received 
the enrollment data of African American girls enrolled in AP classes from the administrators to 
conduct this study, they were all coded by the schools as Black females, which included students 
from African and multi-racial backgrounds. While this dissertation sought to examine the 
experiences of African American girls, their experiences, backgrounds, and stories are individual 
fibers of a larger fabric.  
Gender. Most of the girls in this study stated that they felt as if their gender had little 
influence on them academically or behaviorally or on their treatment by classmates and peers. 
However, throughout the study they referred to both their own racial identity and gender identity 
 101 
 
as well as that of others like them. There often was also a quantitative value within the responses 
to gender impacting classrooms, such as “not really” or “as much.” Possible reasons for this may 
be aligned with Shorter-Gooden and Washington’s (1996) analysis that developmentally, gender 
identity may occur later in identity development. The authors also hypothesize that racial 
attention is a more salient identity due to its association with survival for Black women 
(Giddings, 1984). Howard (2010), however, explains that racial and gender identities are hard to 
separate; therefore, even if the participants did not acknowledge gender as a primary concern, it 
still remains part of their collective identity. 
Race and expectation. With regard to race and expectancy, the girls in this study stated 
they felt they had to constantly prove themselves and worried that they would be confined to the 
“stereotypes” that existed about African American girls, such as being loud.  Most of the 
incidents that they described were based on their perceived judgements that others had about 
them.  These perceptions weighed heavily upon some of the participants, fostering feelings of 
inadequacy. These feelings served to promote defense mechanisms with some of the participants, 
such as stating they “don’t care” or operating quietly within the AP classroom. These feelings of 
academic inadequacy stemmed from the weight of participants feeling as though they were 
representatives for their entire race and being judged by both peers and teachers about what they 
were able to accomplish academically.  
Race and inclusion. The African American girls in this study in AP gave responses to 
feeling included ranging from very little to very much included. Students who felt included were 
asked to contribute in the normal day-to-day interactions of a classroom, such as being asked 
questions, spoken to by peers, and included in the activities. Students who indicated their 
teachers had culturally relevant pedagogical practices also felt included in the AP classrooms. 
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Inclusion evaded most of the students who were enrolled in history courses at both sites, 
with students providing explanations that they felt as though they were the only representatives 
in the classrooms and that they were misunderstood. They also stated that they did not feel as 
though they had ownership in the course, as some of them felt that when conversations of race 
arose in the classes their peers questioned the relevance of the material.  Again, students carried 
the weight of feeling as though they were being held as the spokespersons of their race, leaving 
some students to go above and beyond in their projects to try to illustrate the positive attributes 
and contributions of African American people. 
There were two responses that indicated that the participants had issues with being 
accepted by their African American peer group. Another student indicated she identified as 
African American but in several cases expressed the fluidity of her racial identity. In this study, 
the student participants embraced their identities and did not demonstrate any opposition to being 
seen as intellectual students despite having encountered obstacles, refuting Fordham and Ogbu’s 
(1986) theory. 
Race and Participation 
 Within this study, about half of the students described themselves as active participants 
within AP courses. Those students shared commonalities such as previous enrollment in honors 
level courses, positive relationships with teachers, and positive expectations about the AP course. 
Reponses from the student participants also indicated that there was uncertainty about taking the 
AP exams, but more than half indicated that they had taken the AP exam and were encouraged 
by their AP classroom teacher to do so. 
Self-exclusion was a practice exhibited by half of the student participants in this study. 
Self-exclusion included not participating in the daily aspects of class, not participating in class, 
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and silence. Participants identified that they erected figurative walls as a form of protection from 
feeling inadequate. This inadequacy stemmed from participants feeling as though they did not 
possess the academic knowledge that would provide confidence needed for participating in the 
AP setting. Some of the participants felt as though their presence in the AP classroom was as an 
outsider, aligning with the work of Solorzano and Villalpando (1989).  
Despite the experiences of the African American girls in this study with AP classrooms, 
they each exhibited a continued positive outlook regarding their success and future aspirations. 
The participants emerged from the study with a continued resilience to aim high educationally. 
Almost all of the participants still felt successful in AP courses. They defined success not as the 
grades they received but as doing their academic best and being content in doing so. In addition, 
the skills that students took away from being in the AP class, were not necessarily academic 
skills but skills, such as organization and understanding how to utilize resources, that would 
assist them in future academic courses. 
Research Question 3: What are the practices of administrators in the development, 
enrollment, and improvement of Advanced Placement courses? 
Staff and Program Development 
The Advanced Placement (AP) program within the district had a strong funding stream with 
district resources and grant funding. Despite this financial strength and the open process for 
teaching AP courses, there remained a lack of African American teachers of AP courses. There 
was only one African American teacher in the district who taught an AP-level course. 
Additionally, there were only 10 African American certified teachers between the two high 
schools. With regard to gender, there was an even ratio of female to male teachers, but the 
Reliance High School teacher indicated that female teachers were more visible in the math and 
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science courses. This data from the administrator meant that the majority of participants in this 
study had limited opportunities to have an African American female instructor, yet access to a 
teacher of the same race and even gender could possibly increase the academic performance of 
African American girls (Kao, 2000). 
Tackling issues of teacher competency also emerged in the conversations with 
administrators. Teacher ineffectiveness and lack of teacher effectiveness, both issues that 
surfaced in the student participant data, were issues that affected both schools and contributed to 
diminished opportunities for success (Darling-Hammond, 2006). This information, coupled with 
the discussions about the growth needed in student-teacher relationships, established that the 
foundational component for fostering strong relationships with students, in particular African 
American students, was absent. 
This study does not employ a lens to explore the administrators’ personal leadership 
capabilities but rather to examine the practices each leader employed as it directly related to AP 
programming and how African American girls were situated in those programs. The 
subconscious actions of the administrator at Phoenix High school of placing an African 
American counselor to assist with the organizational aspects of the study may provide insight 
into many of the patterns in AP programming that occurred at that observation site. Within both 
schools, the lack of African American teachers in the building, the absence of African American 
AP teachers, the higher number of girls who stated that they do not participate in AP courses, 
and the higher number of African American girls who participated in history courses provide a 
high level of evidence that the practices and mindsets, whether intentional or unintentional, 
overshadowed opportunities for African American girls in this study. 
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Program Promotion 
Because the district had a focus on increasing the amount of African American students 
in the AP program, teachers and counselors identified students and encouraged them to enroll. 
However, the criteria for recruitment seemed to vary among teachers and counselors, leading to 
bias in the enrollment process. Added to the bias was the admission from the administrator that 
informed parents knew the hidden pathway for gaining access into AP courses through good 
behavior and not necessarily through academic prowess. This admission catapults into plain view 
that access into AP programs is also contingent on parent knowledge on how to navigate schools. 
It is also an admission that demonstrates that in some cases, AP courses may lack a high level of 
rigor.  
The AP U.S. History and AP World History courses serve as examples of possible lack of 
rigor between AP courses. There was a steep decline in overall enrollment of Black students in 
all other courses outside of AP U.S. History and AP World History. Rigor within AP courses is 
frequently stressed, (Ladson-Billings, 2005; Martinez & Welton, 2014; Theoharis, 2007) but is 
often compromised between AP and accelerated contexts and within AP contexts due to several 
factors (Martinez & Welton, 2014).  
Program Improvement 
 Both principals acknowledged that they utilized data to inform their decisions regarding 
AP programming. However, there were inconsistencies in how the  administrators analyzed and 
presented the data. For example, the enrollment projections were completed in different formats. 
The Phoenix High School data was disaggregated by race, course, and total number enrolled.  
The Reliance High School enrollment projection included course request comparisons from 
2016-2017 to 2017-2018 AP enrollment data for rising juniors and seniors by race and gender, 
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excluding course information. Since administrators were using different information, it would 
position their targeted interventions differently. The principal of Phoenix High School used his 
data to group students together, which is an example of a low-level usage of data compared to 
using it to have meaningful conversations regarding increasing access and eliminating barriers 
for participation or to increase AP STEM participation for minorities. Monitoring systems were 
in place to identify students who have a “C” or lower in a course, but this was a reactionary 
response. However, the administrator of Phoenix High school stated that this process would 
change to include lunchtime meetings with students to discuss stressors in AP classes.  
 The district partnership with EOS provides promise for reducing the racial and socio-
economic gap in AP courses, but caution should be taken in relying on this partnership to 
become the remedy to decreasing the gaps. Racial, gender, and socio-economic equity gaps are 
long-standing structural barriers that are not easily remedied by administering surveys and 
increasing marginalized student participation. Destruction of these barriers that have been built 
over hundreds of years will require a commitment to courageous leadership (Brown 2006; Skrla 
et al., 2004; Skrla et al., 2009) and an inherent belief that all students are equal and are treated as 
such despite racial, socio-economic, or gender differences. 
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Theoretical Implications 
Intersectional Invisibility  
The intersectional invisibility framework posits that there are societal standards such as 
White heterosexual maleness that eclipse the identities of others and renders any variations in 
that identity as subordinate identities. Within those subordinate groups, Purdie-Vaughns and 
Eibach (2008) suggest that there are identity prototypes. For example, compared to White 
heterosexual maleness, White heterosexual females have a subordinate identity of femaleness 
based on the model Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach (2008) present but would be the prototype when 
compared to African American heterosexual females when the identity is being female. The 
authors state that any person with two or more subordinate identities will experience 
intersectional invisibility. This study did not draw comparisons of African American girls to any 
other specific demographic groups, but rather sought to examine instances of intersectional 
invisibility of this specific demographic within the contexts of AP settings. Numerous findings in 
this study illustrate the ways that African American girls are rendered silent or muted, including 
their voices, experiences, and potential. I expound on how the findings of the study contribute to 
the structural, historical, political, cultural, and legal aspects of invisibility as defined by Purdie-
Vaughns and Eibach (2008). 
Historical invisibility. Historical invisibility is defined as the relegation of intersectional 
identities, such as race and gender, to a position of neglect in historical narratives (Crenshaw, 
1991, 1992; Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 2008). Within Purdie-Vaughn and Eibach’s (2008) 
model of intersectional of invisibility, historical invisibility includes the deemphasizing of 
persons with intersectional identities in the conventional historical record. Within the educational 
setting in this dissertation, this historical invisibility translates to the deemphasizing of African 
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Americans in the history curriculum and the devaluation of African American history in some of 
the examples provided by participants. For example, Anna Julia’s description of the class 
looking to her during topics of slavery, or Ida’s example of having to preserve the positive 
portrayal of African Americans as she completed her project. The onus of historically preserving 
African Americans was transferred as a responsibility of the African Americans girls in the 
course, which served to minimize the contributions of African American people to a single story. 
Not as visible is the historical invisibility that existed in the observed district’s AP 
program itself. The district’s agreement to increase African American enrollment in AP suggests 
that the narrative has been about White and Asian students whenever AP courses were 
mentioned. In addition, the district’s high enrollment of White and Asian students within AP 
courses suggests that the hidden access route into AP courses through good behavior largely 
benefitted White and Asian racial demographics, while minority populations have been pushed 
to the sidelines. 
Cultural invisibility. There were several examples in this study where the students felt 
as though they had to suppress their authenticity so as to not confirm the negative stereotypes 
that are often associated with African American girls (e.g., loud, disruptive, or aggressive). 
Research has been conducted on how African American girls have been characterized as loud 
and outspoken (Lei, 2003; Morris, 2007). This characterization experienced by participants could 
be considered the costs of racial opportunity (Venzant Chambers & Huggins, 2014; Venzant 
Chambers, Huggins, Locke, & Fowler, 2014) or the price paid by students of color in pursuit of 
their academic goals. In addition, there were participants in the study who indicated that they felt 
perceived by their White peers in AP classrooms as not intelligent.  Assata’s example of being 
profiled as the Black girl who will use her White classmates’ work as her own is an example of 
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how perceived lack of intelligence worked to suppress the identities of African American girls as 
contributors of knowledge—a narrative not often heard about African American girls.  
Political invisibility. Political invisibility occurs when inclusive advocacy groups neglect 
the issues that affect people of intersecting subordinate identities (Purdie-Vaughns & Eibach, 
2008). Using this definition to fit the context studied in this dissertation, the advocacy group or 
persons would be the teachers and administrators who have neglected to fully attend to the 
educational needs of higher level academically functioning minority children. For example, as 
detailed in the student interviews, some teacher relationships and interactions served to push out 
rather than keep in African American girls. From the administrator interviews we see how 
teachers who may be detrimental to students, either cognitively or socially and emotionally, are 
allowed to remain in their positions. This is an example of political invisibility on the part of all 
students, as it is a denial of the need to remedy the issue of neglectful teachers because of the 
unwillingness to take on the responsibility of issuing teacher discipline.  By amplifying this 
example, the African American girls were made politically invisible when they endured acts of 
microaggressions and racism in the classes that were meant to foster academic intelligence. They 
were also politically invisible when they were exposed to conversations in pre-registration 
sessions that subjected them to fear and intimidation. The teachers and counselors who students 
identified as committing these acts of microaggressions, for the most part tried to scare students 
out of enrolling in AP courses and failed to act as advocates on behalf of students.  
Legal invisibility. Purdie-Vaughns and Eibach state that legal invisibility “centers on the 
mismatch between intersectional subordinate group identities and dominant legal anti-
discrimination frameworks” (p. 386).   The student participant responses did not provide enough 
detail to discuss the legal invisibility of African American girls in AP classes. However, one 
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administrator did mention the consent decree that initially prompted the district to focus on the 
disparities of African American enrollment in honors and AP courses warrants discussion. The 
school district’s agreement to focus on the enrollment disparities of African American students 
in honors and AP courses was based on the implicit acknowledgment that African American 
students had unequal access to those programs. Vigilance is needed to ensure that “separate but 
equal” does not continue with within schools or through tracking. African American girls who 
opt not to speak in class were experiencing either real or perceived oppression, and used silence 
as a way to cope through those situations (Ladson-Billings, 1996).  
Structural invisibility. The structural components of schools within this study presented 
access and enrollment barriers for African American girls in AP courses. Teacher and counselor 
bias, hidden access routes, continued low enrollment of African American students in AP 
courses, narrow access to STEM AP and advanced AP courses, and limited support within AP 
classrooms are all a part of the structural barriers to access for student participants in this 
dissertation study. The achievement gap has always been present in American education (Steele, 
1992).). African American and Hispanic students continue to lag behind their White and Asian 
peers academically (The College Board, 2014; Kettler & Hurst, 2017). As it concerns African 
American girls in this study, the structural barriers of racism influenced AP course registrations, 
even though the district implemented a self-selection process in the AP program. Girls in this 
study who sought the guidance and counsel of adults were sometimes cautioned away. Similarly, 
projected district enrollment data demonstrated continued and inherent racial disparities in AP 
courses for African American students, even in comparison to other minority students. Deeper 
reflection on the student AP enrollment process reveals barriers regarding self-selection. 
Invitations from counselors and teachers were situated in a discouragement discourse that were 
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in fact masked as invitations. The school district within this study, given its commitment to 
ensure enrollment and access for African American students in AP courses, is at the initial stage 
of removing structural barriers regarding access and enrollment. A more transformative process 
the district could undertake would be examining and addressing the structural barriers that 
impact African American girls. 
Implications and Recommendations 
Under the current socio-political climate, we are experiencing in our nation, the value of 
a quality education is of paramount importance. The visibility of minoritized racial and gender 
groups, especially students at the intersection of these two identities, in higher level academic 
courses lends itself to expanded opportunities for study in post-secondary education and 
expanded career options for these groups. 
Policy Implications 
With the changing landscape and educational focus of our nation, policymakers should 
consider the significant contributions that African American women have made in all fields of 
study and work to foster future innovators and contributors of knowledge. Specific attention to 
the needs of African American girls and women, not grouped as women or women of color, 
might help in unifying the efforts of researchers and practitioners in finding ways to better 
support the needs of African American girls. The voices of minoritized populations, which 
includes African American girls, cannot be lost in political mire. 
Research Implications 
Disaggregate research data. Employing single lenses to analyze research data assists in 
rendering the identity of those with multiple identities invisible (Crenshaw, 2005). By 
disaggregating research data, information on populations who have been historically hidden can 
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be learned, helping to expose and lend insight to the issues intersectional groups face. 
Distinguishing African American girls from the general African American students population 
serves as an example. Researchers can also help expand the literature base by specifically 
collecting and reporting results on intersectional data information to provide perspective.  
Conduct longitudinal studies on African American girls. Few longitudinal studies on 
African American girls in AP contexts exist, warranting more research in this area. In addition to 
expanding the research base, information about the experiences that African American girls face 
in these contexts could be better studied over time, possibly revealing more information on how 
to address structural barriers that impede them.  
Study college pathways of African American girls. Because of the findings in this 
dissertation and the existing literature that support the continued excellence gap (Ford; Plucker, 
Burroughs, & Song, 2010) in AP participation of African American students (Kettler & Hurst, 
2017), further research is needed on how the achievement gap for African American girls 
extends to post-secondary education settings, including community colleges, as diverse and 
affordable pathways for post-secondary education.  
Practice 
Include student voice. Student voice in educational matters is one way to ensure that 
educational and programmatic decisions made about students include their experiences, 
especially those that encompass social justice issues (Mitra, 2008, Welton, Harris, LaLonde, & 
Moyer, 2015) . Within this study, there were instances of parallel alignment, meaning both 
administrators and students identified similar areas of concern regarding the AP program, but 
opportunities to discuss these outcomes were not present. Including student voice in decision 
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making has the potential to empower students and inform the decisions that are made concerning 
them. 
Encourage congruency in data usage. The use of data is important in examining issues 
of equity. The district in this dissertation possessed a wealth of data, but it was presented in 
various ways. There were differences in the data between the two schools, and there was 
variance in usage of the data that was shared with the schools from the district. In order to make 
sound equitable decisions, knowledge of what the data is saying and congruency in what is being 
examined should be taken into consideration. In addition, interpretation of data that is conducted 
in teams allows greater opportunities for interpretation and insight on approaches for remedy. 
Understanding and using data in decision making is essential before conducting program 
evaluations or equity audits. 
Lead with courage. Tackling the structural barriers that have existed for minority 
populations requires fearless leadership on the part of teachers and administrators. In order to 
effect change, educators must resist the status quo of how schools must be run. This mindset shift 
(Dweck, 2008) is not an easy task as it encourages a resistance to the status quo and the beliefs 
that educators have about what certain groups of students are able to do. Teachers and 
administrators must have the capacity and willpower to break their own silences (Ladson 
Billings, 2006), acknowledge and confront racism ( Brown, 2006; Martinez & Welton, 2014; 
Skrla et al., 2004; Skrla et al., 2009;Theoharis, 2007; Welton, 2013) display a commitment to 
activism (Landsman, 2004), and expand thinking about who should be able to take AP courses 
(Moore & Slate, 2008). 
Effect structural changes within Advanced Placement. Altering the landscape of how 
Advanced Placement (AP) courses are offered may provide a way to remove the structural 
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barriers that impede enrollment in AP courses for African American females. Roegman and 
Hatch (2016) cite several alternatives that districts have implemented regarding AP offerings. 
Some of these changes included opening more sections of AP courses and increasing the 
expectations for all students to participate in AP, developing summer AP prep courses for those 
students who have not been previously enrolled in AP courses, and eliminating honors and 
making AP the standard course requirement in some subjects. While data on these structural 
changes has not yet been generated, the changes serve as innovative approaches to increasing 
access to AP programs for all demographic groups. 
Conclusion 
 The current socio-political climate in America makes it more important than ever to 
amplify the voices of marginalized populations. This dissertation study examined the experiences 
of African American girls in the educational context of high school AP classes to better 
understand intersectional invisibility. The findings of this study demonstrated that African 
American girls in AP courses experienced intersectional invisibility via the structural, political, 
cultural, historical, and legal practices within the two observed high schools.  Intersectional 
invisibility manifested itself in the enrollment procedures and processes of student participants 
by creating obscurity in the pathways to AP enrollment. Available systems of support for 
students contained gaps in accessibility and an absence of the type of support students needed. 
Students experienced intersectional erasure in the curriculum to which they were exposed and 
often exhibited self-exclusion as a form of protection within AP classrooms. Administrator 
responses within this study verified that although there was a focus to increase African American 
participation in AP programming, practices and procedures that were implemented in the AP 
program stymied the growth of minority participation within the program. In a nation where civil 
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rights are being attacked daily, it is our moral imperative as educators to ensure that the 
narratives and experiences of marginalized groups emerge as critical issues in educational and 
political settings. School and district leaders, as catalysts of instrumental change, are in positions 
of power to ensure that African American girls and other historically disenfranchised 
populations, are placed in a trajectory of future success. 
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APPENDIX A: PARTICIPANT INTERVIEW LENGTHS  
 
 
Participant Name*       Length of Interview 
Angela        19:43 
Anna Julia        13:26 
Assata         42:06 
Ella         17:12 
Fannie        13:36 
Ida         17:57 
Jospehine        18:21 
Lena         25:01 
Maya         32:05 
Septima        13:28 
Phoenix Administrator      34:50 
Reliance Administrator      26:30  
Group Interview Phoenix      52:20 
Group Interview Reliance      45:51 
 
 
*All names have been changed to pseudonyms to protect the confidentiality of the participants. 
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APPENDIX B: RESEARCH INSTRUMENTS 
Student Individual Interview Questions (semi-structured) 
 
Intro: Thank you so much for your time today. I am leading this interview as a part of my 
dissertation work on exploring how African American girls are selected, supported and how they 
perform within Advanced Placement classes. I want to learn more about your experiences as an 
African American female within those classes. Please answer as truthfully and honestly as you 
can. Your names, or any names that you mention in this interview will not be shared with others, 
I will use pseudonyms, or made up names, instead. I expect our conversation will last no more 
than one hour. 
ACCESS AND RECRUITMENT 
1. Why did decide to enroll in Advanced Placement classes? [listen for: possible 
people/officials who helped with the process] Was it a conversation with someone? What 
role does this person have within the school? Did you use the course selection guide? 
a. How long have you been in the classes? 
b. Will you take them next year? Why/ why not? 
c. Were your parents involved in the decision making of enrolling in the AP class?  
If so, how?   
DEMOGRAPHICS 
2. Do you think your race and/or gender play a part in your performance within the AP 
class?  If so, how? 
 
SUPPORT 
3. Who do you rely on within the Advanced Placement classes for support? Are there any 
people outside the classroom that you rely on for support in your AP classes?   
4. Do you feel as though your needs are met in your AP classes?  How do you voice your 
needs?  Who do you voice your need to? 
 
LEVEL OF INCLUSIVNESS 
5. Do you feel included within your Advanced Placement classes?  Are there ever times 
where you do not feel included? Who do you reach out to for support if you feel this 
way?  
6. What type of participation do you feel you give in your AP class?  
TESTING 
7. Have you participated in AP testing before? Did you have a passing score of at least 3? 
Will you participate in future exams? 
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Administrator/Teacher/ Counselor Interview Questions (semi-structured) 
 
Intro: Thank you so much for your time today. I am conducting this interview as a part of my 
dissertation work on exploring how African American girls are selected, supported and 
performing in Advanced Placement classes. I want to learn more about how you as an 
administrator/teacher/counselor assist this population in being successful within those classes. 
Please answer as truthfully and honestly as you can. Your names, or any names that you mention 
in this interview will not be shared with others, I will use pseudonyms, or made up names, 
instead. I expect our conversation to last no more than 45 min. 
ACCESS AND RECRUITMENT 
8. Could you share how students are selected to participate in Advanced Placement classes? 
[listen for: possible people/officials who helped with the process] Does it entail a 
conversation with someone? What role does this person have within the school?  
a. About how many students within the school are enrolled in AP classes? 
b. How many of those are African American females? 
c. How are parents involved in the decision-making process concerning class 
enrollment? 
d. Are there any informational meetings held regarding AP programming for 
students or parents? 
9. Do you conduct equity audits to examine demographic balances within AP classes? 
When do these take place?  How are problem areas addressed? 
10. Do you feel as though the AP classrooms are racially/ethnically and/or gender diverse? 
How so? 
 
SUPPORT 
11. What are ways that students are supported within AP classes? Academically? 
Emotionally? 
12. What supports can teachers access if they see a student struggling academically or 
socially/emotionally? 
a. What types of support are offered? 
13. When it comes to racial backgrounds, do you notice any differences in student 
performance? In what areas?  How do you address it? 
 
TESTING  
14. How are students notified of opportunities to participate within Advanced Placement 
testing? 
a. Do teachers encourage students who do not sign up for testing on their own 
initiative? 
15. What are the benefits of students taking Advanced Placement testing? How are students 
made aware of these tests?  
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